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  This	  thesis	  is	  an	  interdisciplinary	  study	  of	  the	  lesbian	  fiction	  of	  Sarah	  Waters	  
and	  it	  will	  demonstrate	  through	  a	  series	  of	  theoretical	  trajectories	  how	  her	  work	  
creates	  new	  historical	  and	  cultural	  spaces	  for	  the	  representation	  of	  working-­‐
class	  female	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  Waters’	  work	  exposes	  the	  fissures	  and	  instability	  
of	  constructed	  social	  narratives,	  as	  her	  stories	  present	  women	  who	  have	  
traditionally	  had	  their	  meaningful	  place	  in	  society	  denied	  to	  them.	  	  In	  response,	  
this	  thesis	  illustrates	  how	  Waters’	  work	  unearths	  the	  hidden	  histories	  of	  lesbians	  
and	  shows	  them	  as	  meaningful	  participants	  in	  society.	  	  This	  thesis	  considers	  how	  
it	  has	  been	  difficult	  for	  contemporary	  lesbians	  to	  locate	  a	  sense	  of	  their	  
subjectivity	  with	  Sapphic	  icons	  of	  the	  past.	  Traditional	  literary	  representations	  of	  
the	  lesbian-­‐figure	  present	  a	  spectral	  and	  waif-­‐life	  form.	  	  Such	  ethereal	  
manifestations	  have	  helped	  ensure	  that	  lesbians	  are	  denied	  a	  visible	  legacy	  
within	  society,	  because	  in	  many	  respects	  they	  are	  idealised	  forms,	  which	  are	  
unattainable	  for	  women	  from	  ordinary	  backgrounds.	  	  In	  other	  words	  they	  have	  
become	  a	  middle-­‐class-­‐specific	  form	  of	  identification.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  thesis	  
demonstrates	  how	  Waters	  uses	  the	  concept	  of	  proximity	  to	  introduce	  alternative	  
ways	  of	  meaning	  making	  into	  the	  text.	  	  For	  example,	  proximity	  enables	  the	  
reader	  to	  experience	  in	  greater	  depth	  the	  relationship	  between	  space	  and	  place,	  
whereby	  the	  social	  position	  of	  lesbians	  has	  been	  used	  to	  restrict	  the	  cultural	  
spaces	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  has	  conventionally	  had	  access	  to.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  
paying	  attention	  to	  proximity	  enables	  the	  reader	  to	  challenge	  cultural	  
assumptions	  of	  gender.	  	  Moreover,	  the	  closeness	  that	  Waters	  has	  to	  her	  subject	  
matter,	  through	  the	  author-­‐figure,	  gay	  activist	  and	  as	  public	  intellectual	  means	  
that	  her	  function	  in	  the	  author	  role	  brings	  into	  being	  a	  series	  of	  authenticated	  
examples	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  which	  come	  about	  through	  Waters’	  own	  
intention.	  	  	  
Waters	  writes	  from	  a	  place	  that	  feels	  very	  intuitive	  to	  her.	  When	  she	  
writes	  she	  says	  it	  feels	  very	  instinctive.	  In	  this	  regard	  her	  writing	  houses	  an	  
interiority	  that	  other	  writers	  of	  marginal	  existence	  exhibit.	  	  For	  example,	  this	  
thesis	  sees	  Waters	  as	  a	  co-­‐producer	  of	  knowledge	  and	  argues	  that	  Waters	  
creates	  a	  second	  authorial	  self	  that	  provides	  a	  governing	  consciousness	  for	  
readers	  of	  her	  work.	  	  Waters	  has	  a	  long	  involvement	  in	  LBGT	  politics	  and	  it	  is	  
shown	  how	  Waters’	  work	  is	  influenced	  by	  a	  combination	  of	  her	  political	  and	  
public	  selves.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  thesis	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  palimpsestic	  
nature	  of	  her	  work	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  inner	  and	  outer	  spaces	  that	  it	  occupies.	  	  
In	  many	  respects	  Waters’	  fiction	  deals	  with	  the	  notion	  and	  concept	  of	  the	  
queer,	  emptying	  these	  relative	  positions	  of	  their	  negative	  stereotype	  and	  
showing	  how	  the	  term	  ‘queer’	  has	  been	  reclaimed	  by	  gay	  culture.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  
this	  thesis	  shows	  how	  the	  themes	  and	  issues	  that	  emanate	  from	  Waters’	  fiction	  
can	  be	  read	  as	  a	  series	  of	  queerings	  meant	  to	  challenge	  and	  intervene	  in	  ideas	  of	  
fixity.	  Queerness	  locates	  textual	  inconsistencies	  that	  are	  gained	  from	  the	  
momentum	  of	  revolving	  and	  evolving	  interpretations.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  this	  thesis	  
argues	  that	  Waters’	  writing	  exposes	  the	  imbricated	  nature	  of	  cultural	  and	  social	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This	  thesis	  is	  not	  a	  traditional	  literary	  study	  of	  an	  author.	  	  Rather	  it	  is	  an	  
interdisciplinary	  examination	  of	  an	  author	  who	  has	  over	  a	  period	  of	  sixteen	  
years	  risen	  to	  prominence	  as	  a	  writer	  who	  has	  successfully	  located	  lesbian	  lived	  
existence	  within	  the	  mainstream.	  	  Sarah	  Waters’	  position	  as	  an	  award-­‐winning	  
writer	  of	  lesbian	  fiction	  has	  projected	  the	  marginal	  experience	  of	  female	  same-­‐
sex	  desire	  onto	  the	  bookshelves	  of	  popular	  fiction.	  	  Yet	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  BBC	  
costume	  dramas	  of	  her	  work	  have	  contributed	  towards	  her	  being	  seen	  as	  a	  
writer	  of	  classics.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  her	  success	  enables	  Waters	  to	  occupy	  a	  unique	  
space	  as	  a	  writer,	  which	  sees	  her	  respected	  both	  within	  the	  literary	  
establishment	  and	  the	  mainstream,	  as	  well	  as	  with	  (outside)	  minority	  groups	  
from	  the	  LGBT	  community.	  	  Waters	  seamlessly	  blends	  her	  interior	  voice,	  which	  
is	  shaped	  by	  her	  subjectivity,	  sense	  of	  self,	  memories	  and	  lesbian	  culture,	  with	  an	  
authorial	  voice	  that	  is	  self-­‐consciously	  political.	  	  Her	  writing	  reflects	  a	  richness	  
that	  emerges	  out	  of	  a	  long	  held	  desire	  to	  authenticate	  the	  lives	  of	  working-­‐class	  
lesbians.	  	  Before	  writing	  for	  a	  living,	  Waters	  completed	  a	  PhD	  ‘Wolfskins	  and	  
Togas:	  Gay	  and	  Lesbian	  Historical	  Fictions	  1870	  to	  present’	  (1995)	  and	  drew	  a	  
conclusion	  that	  contemporary	  lesbians	  have	  very	  few	  iconic	  referents	  from	  the	  
past	  to	  call	  upon.	  	  This	  is	  because	  early	  lesbian	  icons	  can	  be	  viewed	  as	  elitist	  and	  
are	  inaccessible	  to	  lesbians	  who	  fall	  outside	  of	  middle	  class	  sensibility	  (Waters,	  
1995).	  	  The	  scope	  of	  this	  thesis	  attempts	  to	  address	  a	  deficit	  within	  lesbian	  
heritage	  by	  demonstrating	  how	  Waters’	  writing	  creates	  an	  alternative	  cultural	  
model	  to	  that	  of	  Sappho.	  	  
During	  the	  discussion	  that	  follows	  I	  consider	  Waters	  through	  a	  multi-­‐
faceted	  theoretical	  framework.	  	  Queer	  Theory	  and	  black	  feminism	  work	  
alongside	  post-­‐structuralism	  and	  are	  used	  in	  order	  to	  examine	  the	  hidden	  
histories	  of	  lesbians	  from	  below.	  They	  are	  also	  used	  to	  consider	  the	  ways	  that	  
Waters	  excavates	  and	  talks	  back	  to	  history	  and	  culture.	  	  I	  use	  French	  feminism	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and	  French	  literary	  theory	  to	  locate	  the	  palimpsests	  in	  Waters’	  fiction	  as	  they	  
reveal	  themselves.	  	  Theories	  of	  popular	  culture	  and	  adaptation	  are	  read	  
alongside	  Waters’	  work	  in	  order	  to	  explore	  the	  destinations	  of	  interpretation	  in	  
her	  writing.	  	  I	  argue	  that	  the	  notion	  of	  queerness	  is	  implicated	  in	  the	  literary	  
journeys	  that	  Waters	  has	  taken	  in	  order	  to	  situate	  the	  marginal	  in	  the	  
mainstream.	  	  I	  deliberately	  refer	  here	  to	  the	  plural	  of	  ‘journeys’,	  because	  I	  believe	  
that	  she	  and	  her	  writing	  are	  both	  part	  of	  a	  trajectory	  and	  both	  reveal	  an	  instinct	  
for	  evolution.	  	  In	  relation	  to	  this,	  the	  conceit	  of	  queerness	  is	  explored	  in	  all	  its	  
multiplicity	  and	  is	  evident	  throughout	  this	  thesis.	  	  I	  argue	  that	  Waters	  queers	  
genre	  in	  order	  to	  transgress	  borders	  of	  identity	  and	  meaning.	  	  I	  show	  how	  
Waters	  queers	  the	  role	  of	  the	  author	  in	  order	  to	  provide	  a	  guiding	  presence,	  and	  
I	  argue	  that	  Waters	  queers	  the	  narrative	  voice	  in	  order	  to	  intervene	  in	  the	  textual	  
fabric	  and	  reveal	  new	  interpretive	  spaces.	  	  I	  also	  consider	  how	  reading	  a	  Waters’	  
novel	  can	  be	  a	  queering	  experience	  for	  the	  reader.	  	  In	  order	  to	  substantiate	  my	  
claims	  I	  have	  drawn	  examples	  of	  queerness	  from	  Waters’	  fiction	  and	  utilize	  a	  
number	  of	  theorists	  who	  I	  believe	  bring	  a	  queered	  perspective.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  
my	  thesis	  brings	  an	  air	  of	  creativity	  to	  the	  study	  of	  Waters	  with	  claims	  of	  
originality	  in	  a	  number	  of	  ways	  that	  will	  now	  be	  outlined.	  	  
	  
Public	  Profile	  and	  Political	  Self	  
Waters	  has	  become	  established	  as	  one	  of	  the	  most	  popular	  writers	  of	  lesbian	  
historical	  fiction	  and	  is	  highly	  regarded	  by	  her	  fans	  and	  reading	  public	  for	  her	  
captivating	  storytelling.	  Her	  recent	  ranking	  as	  twelfth	  in	  the	  New	  York	  Times	  best	  
sellers	  list	  for	  The	  Paying	  Guests	  (2014)	  is	  testament	  to	  this	  opinion.	  	  Similarly	  
she	  is	  recognised	  by	  the	  literary	  establishment	  for	  the	  quality	  of	  her	  work.	  	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (1998)	  won	  the	  Betty	  Trask	  award	  and	  Affinity	  (1999)	  won	  the	  
Somerset	  Maughan	  Award.	  	  There	  have	  also	  been	  a	  number	  of	  shortlisted-­‐prizes.	  	  
Affinity	  (1999)	  was	  shortlisted	  for	  the	  John	  Llewellyn	  Rhys	  Prize.	  	  Fingersmith	  
(2002)	  and	  Night	  Watch	  (2006)	  were	  both	  shortlisted	  for	  the	  Orange	  Prize	  and	  
the	  Man	  Booker	  Prize.	  	  Similarly,	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  (2009)	  was	  shortlisted	  for	  
the	  Man	  Booker	  Prize	  and	  The	  Paying	  Guests	  (2014)	  was	  shortlisted	  for	  the	  
Baileys	  Women’s	  Prize	  for	  Fiction.	  	  Waters	  has	  also	  been	  presented	  with	  awards	  
from	  the	  creative	  and	  cultural	  industries.	  	  She	  has	  received	  the	  South	  Bank	  Show	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Award	  for	  Literature,	  the	  CWA	  Historical	  Dagger	  and	  the	  Sunday	  Times	  Young	  
Writer	  of	  the	  Year	  Award.	  	  In	  addition,	  Waters	  was	  included	  in	  Granta’s	  list	  of	  
‘Best	  of	  Young	  British	  Novelists	  in	  2003,’	  voted	  Author	  of	  the	  Year	  in	  2003	  at	  the	  
British	  Book	  Awards	  and	  received	  the	  Waterstones	  Author	  of	  the	  Year	  Award.	  	  In	  
addition,	  Waters’	  adaptations	  for	  the	  small	  screen	  have	  also	  gained	  prestige	  and	  
attention;	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (2002)	  and	  Fingersmith	  (2005)	  were	  both	  BAFTA	  
nominated	  and	  Affinity	  (2008)	  attracted	  worldwide	  acclaim	  (Huffingtonpost).	  	  	  	  
While	  Waters	  has	  been	  and	  continues	  to	  be	  commended	  for	  her	  literary	  
contribution,	  the	  lesbian	  and	  gay	  community	  that	  she	  has	  had	  a	  long	  involvement	  
with	  also	  holds	  her	  in	  equally	  high	  esteem.	  	  For	  instance	  Waters	  was	  presented	  
with	  the	  Stonewall	  Writer	  of	  the	  Decade	  Award	  (2015)	  and	  The	  LGBT	  Lifetime	  
Achievement	  Award	  (2016).	  	  Both	  of	  these	  accolades	  demonstrate	  the	  elevated	  
public	  space	  that	  Waters	  occupies	  in	  regards	  to	  LGBT	  issues.	  	  She	  is	  recognised	  
as	  an	  advocate	  for	  an	  organisation	  like	  Stonewall	  whose	  mission	  is	  to	  bring	  about	  
social	  and	  cultural	  change.	  	  Their	  purpose	  is	  to	  empower	  the	  individual	  to	  tackle	  
the	  inequality	  they	  receive,	  to	  seek	  to	  change	  prejudicial	  laws,	  to	  transform	  
institutional	  cultures	  and	  win	  over	  the	  hearts	  and	  minds	  of	  the	  community	  in	  
terms	  of	  the	  treatment	  of	  LBGT	  minorities	  (stonewall.org.uk).	  	  As	  a	  writer	  
Waters	  has	  always	  appeared	  to	  be	  comfortably	  associated	  with	  a	  high	  profile	  
organisation	  like	  Stonewall.	  	  Indeed	  her	  website	  is	  a	  repository	  of	  all	  the	  events	  
and	  interviews	  she	  has	  given	  in	  support	  of	  her	  LGBT	  commitments	  
(sarahwaters.com)	  and,	  in	  many	  respects,	  Waters’	  authorial	  intentions	  through	  
her	  writing	  mirror	  the	  priorities	  of	  Stonewall’s	  mission:	  to	  empower,	  to	  
transform,	  to	  challenge	  and	  to	  change.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  thesis	  is	  concerned	  
with	  the	  relationship	  between	  Waters’	  public	  self	  and	  Waters’	  authorial	  self,	  the	  
influence	  that	  these	  two	  mobile	  and	  informing	  positions	  have	  on	  her	  writing	  and	  
the	  way	  that	  Waters	  playfully	  engages	  with	  history	  and	  genre	  in	  order	  to	  
authenticate	  working-­‐class	  lesbian	  existence.	  	  The	  accomplishments	  and	  awards	  
Waters	  has	  received	  chart	  the	  development	  of	  her	  career	  but	  her	  writing	  and	  its	  
adaptations	  remain	  central	  to	  her	  engagement	  with	  a	  still	  wider,	  committed	  
audience.	  	  She	  is	  someone	  who	  blends	  artistry	  for	  historical	  fiction	  writing	  with	  a	  
political	  intention	  to	  engage	  the	  mainstream	  with	  lesbian	  experience.	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Second	  Authorial	  Self	  
Waters’	  most	  recent	  awards	  attest	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  she	  has	  never	  lost	  sight	  of	  her	  
conviction	  to	  validate	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  in	  normalised	  society	  via	  ways	  that	  
show	  it	  to	  be	  socially	  visible	  and	  meaningful.i	  	  This	  thesis	  examines	  the	  effect	  
Waters’	  perseverance	  in	  this	  regard	  has	  on	  the	  reception	  of	  her	  books	  and	  on	  the	  
reader	  experience.	  	  It	  will	  be	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  public	  visibility	  supports	  and	  
guides	  a	  mainstream	  reading	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire,	  while	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  
demonstrating	  how	  issues	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  can	  be	  accessed	  by	  
groups	  other	  than	  a	  lesbian	  readership.	  	  Waters	  has	  never	  created	  a	  distance	  
between	  her	  writing	  and	  her	  own	  lesbian	  subjectivity,	  indeed	  she	  has	  done	  the	  
complete	  opposite	  of	  this	  and	  has	  been	  publically	  open	  about	  her	  sexuality,	  
stating	  that	  she	  has	  always	  ‘felt	  totally	  at	  home	  with	  the	  “lesbian”	  label’	  (Waters,	  
2010).	  	  The	  way	  Waters	  combines	  her	  role	  as	  author	  of	  lesbian	  fiction	  with	  her	  
identity	  as	  a	  lesbian	  enlivens	  Barthes’	  hypothesis	  in	  ‘The	  Death	  of	  the	  Author’	  
(1967).	  	  This	  is	  because	  this	  thesis	  maintains	  that	  the	  author	  is	  related	  to	  the	  
interpretive	  process	  and	  becomes	  a	  co-­‐producer	  of	  meaning.	  This	  is	  similar	  to	  
Seán	  Burke’s	  discussion	  of	  authorship	  in	  the	  Death	  and	  Return	  of	  the	  Author	  
(2008).	  	  Here	  Burke	  argues	  that	  the	  author	  ‘attains	  the	  supernal	  privilege	  of	  
being	  at	  once	  the	  beginning	  and	  the	  end	  his	  text’	  (Burke,	  2008	  p.	  22).	  	  In	  this	  
regard,	  chapter	  one	  will	  argue	  that	  Waters’	  political	  and	  public	  selves	  have	  
helped	  to	  pre-­‐establish	  ideas	  about	  her	  authorship	  and	  thus	  her	  writing.	  	  
Reading	  her	  fiction	  means	  that	  she	  is	  both	  ‘discovered	  and	  recovered’	  within	  the	  
text	  and	  ‘by	  circular	  determinism’	  the	  more	  her	  work	  is	  read	  authoritatively	  the	  
more	  she	  emerges	  as	  a	  co-­‐producer	  of	  meaning	  and	  provides	  ‘harmony’	  to	  the	  
text	  (ibid,	  p.	  22).	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  chapter	  one	  of	  this	  thesis	  queries	  the	  
accepted	  belief	  that	  the	  author	  ceases	  to	  be	  of	  any	  significance	  to	  textual	  
meaning	  once	  the	  act	  of	  writing	  has	  finished.	  	  Barthes	  replacement	  of	  the	  
‘authorial	  perspective…by	  that	  of	  the	  reader	  as	  producer	  of	  text’	  is	  reviewed	  
(ibid,	  p.	  20).	  	  Chapter	  one	  will	  maintain	  that	  as	  a	  writer	  of	  marginal	  existence,	  
Waters	  adopts	  a	  second	  authorial	  self	  in	  order	  to	  assist	  mainstream	  readers	  in	  
their	  meaning-­‐making	  processes.	  	  As	  lesbian	  experience	  has	  been	  traditionally	  
excluded	  from	  the	  social	  narratives,	  chapter	  one	  will	  show	  how	  the	  concept	  of	  a	  
second	  authorial	  self	  intervenes	  in	  the	  way	  that	  conventional	  discourses	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constantly	  reassert	  universality.	  	  In	  so	  doing,	  this	  chapter	  implicitly	  questions	  
the	  cultural	  transcendence	  of	  essentialised	  gender	  identities	  and	  challenges	  the	  
mainstream	  reader’s	  ability	  to	  avoid	  and	  put	  out	  of	  mind	  the	  priority	  of	  these	  
ideas	  from	  their	  own	  interpretative	  processes.	  	  
This	  thesis	  has	  not	  found	  critics	  of	  Waters’	  fiction	  who	  have	  considered	  
reading	  her	  work	  through	  the	  paradigm	  of	  an	  authorial	  second	  self.	  	  	  This	  thesis	  
contributes	  in	  an	  original	  way	  in	  this	  regard	  and	  holds	  the	  contention	  that	  the	  
concept	  of	  a	  second	  authorial	  self	  provides	  a	  ‘governing	  consciousness’	  for	  
Waters’	  fiction.	  	  Chapter	  one	  is	  an	  example	  where	  this	  discussion	  is	  furthered.	  	  
Wayne	  Booth’s	  The	  Rhetoric	  of	  Fiction	  (1991)	  explains	  how	  the	  implied	  author	  is	  
made	  up	  of	  the	  elements	  of	  the	  author’s	  real	  life	  and	  through	  implication	  is	  
present	  in	  ‘every	  detail’	  of	  a	  book’s	  structure	  (1991,	  p.	  429).	  	  Thus	  this	  thesis	  will	  
maintain	  that	  Waters	  self-­‐consciously	  re-­‐asserts	  her	  authorial	  identity	  in	  order	  
to	  add	  ‘real’	  expression	  to	  her	  fiction.	  	  Terry	  Castle’s	  work	  in	  the	  field	  of	  lesbian	  
and	  queer	  studies	  has	  established	  that	  literary	  representations	  of	  lesbians	  lack	  
material	  substance,	  because	  their	  presence	  is	  typically	  shadowy,	  spectral	  and	  
therefore,	  seem	  unreal.	  	  The	  Apparitional	  Lesbian	  (1993)	  asks	  why	  there	  is	  a	  
‘phantasmagorical	  association	  between	  ghosts	  and	  lesbians’	  (Castle,	  1993,	  p.	  60).	  	  
Castle’s	  The	  Literature	  of	  Lesbianism	  (2003)	  presents	  an	  anthology	  of	  literature	  
from	  Ariosto	  to	  Stonewall	  and	  makes	  the	  conclusion	  that	  lesbians	  have	  always	  
been	  present	  in	  literary	  representation,	  but	  culture	  is	  not	  sufficiently	  skilled	  at	  
observing	  and	  recognising	  them.	  	  This	  thesis	  will	  attempt	  to	  engage	  with	  both	  
these	  positions	  in	  order	  to	  explain	  how	  Waters	  controls	  the	  text,	  characters	  and	  
stories	  through	  the	  concept	  of	  a	  governing	  consciousness.	  	  In	  the	  process	  it	  will	  
consider	  ideas	  of	  queered	  continuance	  in	  order	  to	  suggest	  that	  Waters’	  authorial	  
presence	  adds	  weight	  to	  the	  lesbian-­‐figure.	  	  Castle	  suggests	  that	  many	  writers	  of	  
lesbian	  fiction	  after	  1928	  have	  tended	  to	  respond	  to	  and	  ‘to	  trespass	  upon,	  The	  
Well	  of	  Loneliness;	  one	  can	  sense	  its	  lingering	  emotional	  aftershocks’	  (2003,	  p.	  
52).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  thesis	  will	  contend	  that	  Waters	  is	  a	  different	  sort	  of	  
writer.	  	  Her	  characters	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (1998)	  for	  instance	  are	  bold	  and	  
sassy,	  while	  in	  Affinity	  (1999)	  they	  are	  inventive.	  	  Fingersmith	  (2002)	  evidences	  
lesbians	  who	  are	  determined	  and	  intelligent	  and	  in	  The	  Night	  Watch,	  Waters	  
shows	  lesbians	  to	  be	  resilient.	  	  In	  The	  Paying	  Guests	  (2014)	  Waters	  presents	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lesbians	  who	  are	  resourceful	  and	  in	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  (2009)	  her	  characters	  
challenge	  the	  normative	  rules	  of	  gender,	  position	  and	  class;	  they	  are	  all	  just	  a	  
little	  bit	  queer.	  	  Waters’	  representations	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  do	  not	  ‘linger’	  on	  the	  
‘emotional	  aftershocks’	  of	  a	  libelous	  trial,	  but	  rather	  celebrate	  sexuality	  in	  an	  
explicit,	  passionate	  and	  colourful	  way.	  	  In	  light	  of	  these	  points,	  I	  argue	  that	  the	  
idea	  of	  a	  second	  authorial	  self	  enables	  Waters	  to	  talk	  back	  to	  the	  cultural	  and	  
historical	  narratives	  that	  have	  contained	  lesbian	  experience	  and	  denied	  lesbians	  
a	  meaningful	  social	  role.	  	  
	  
‘Talking	  Back’	  
Research	  carried	  out	  for	  this	  thesis	  could	  not	  locate	  any	  critical	  readings	  of	  
Waters’	  work	  that	  has	  been	  specifically	  accessed	  through	  a	  prism	  of	  black	  
feminist	  literary	  criticism.	  	  Yet,	  this	  thesis	  sees	  a	  striking	  connection	  between	  the	  
two	  in	  that	  black	  feminism	  and	  Waters	  both	  share	  a	  desire	  to	  present	  marginal	  
lived	  existence	  in	  meaningful	  ways.	  	  The	  notion	  of	  ‘talking	  back,’	  for	  example,	  is	  
borrowed	  from	  black	  feminist	  writers	  like	  bell	  hooks	  and	  Toni	  Morrison,	  who	  
use	  what	  Morrison	  describes	  as	  her	  ‘interior	  life’	  as	  a	  way	  to	  expose	  the	  
injustices	  of	  conventional	  cultural	  practices	  on	  marginalised	  lived	  existence	  
(Morrison,	  1995).	  	  Morrison’s	  essay	  ‘The	  Site	  of	  Memory’	  (1995)	  and	  bell	  hooks’	  
essay	  ‘Talking	  Back’	  (1990)	  expose	  how	  writing	  from	  a	  position	  of	  ‘interiority’	  
can	  be	  empowering	  and	  illuminating.	  	  This	  is	  because	  simultaneously	  
participating	  in	  the	  narratives	  that	  have	  excluded	  you	  will	  also	  elucidate	  the	  
cultural	  horrors	  of	  normative	  society.	  	  Again,	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  consider	  Waters	  
from	  new	  perspectives	  this	  thesis	  aims	  to	  present	  Waters	  as	  a	  writer	  who	  ‘talks	  
back’	  to	  society	  from	  her	  interior	  life.	  	  Her	  interiority	  is	  framed	  by	  memories	  that	  
Waters	  has	  from	  being	  a	  lesbian	  and	  being	  part	  of	  the	  LGBT	  movement	  that	  take	  
her	  behind	  the	  social	  veil	  that	  has	  been	  placed	  over	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  Yet	  her	  
authorial	  identity	  enables	  her	  to	  occupy	  two	  spaces	  simultaneously;	  one	  that	  is	  
determined	  by	  the	  view	  that	  has	  been	  concealed	  from	  mainstream	  view	  (interior	  
life)	  and	  one	  that	  is	  very	  visible,	  as	  a	  successful	  fiction	  writer	  (public-­‐life).	  	  	  	  
Castle	  observes	  that	  the	  cultural-­‐figure	  of	  the	  lesbian	  is	  traditionally	  
spectral,	  willowy	  and	  unremarkable.	  Though	  her	  collection	  of	  lesbian	  literature	  
is	  enlightening,	  it	  is	  the	  privileged	  classes	  who	  write	  the	  sources	  that	  her	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collection	  houses.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  need	  for	  a	  writer	  who	  can	  address	  the	  lack	  
of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  within	  the	  working-­‐class	  experience	  seems	  pertinent.	  	  As	  
such,	  this	  thesis	  maintains	  that	  working-­‐class	  lesbianism	  has	  been	  overlooked,	  
because	  issues	  associated	  with	  social	  position	  and	  sexuality	  displaced	  these	  
women	  from	  any	  sense	  of	  self	  and	  agency.	  	  Yvette	  Taylor’s	  Working-­Class	  Lesbian	  
Life:	  Classed	  Outsiders	  (2007)	  explains	  how	  lesbians	  from	  the	  working	  classes	  
were	  confined	  twice	  over,	  by	  their	  class	  and	  additionally	  by	  their	  sexuality	  in	  
ways	  that	  lesbians	  from	  the	  middle-­‐classes	  and	  above	  have	  not	  necessarily	  been.	  	  
This	  means	  that	  working-­‐class	  experience	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  has	  
been	  subject	  to	  an	  even	  heavier	  cultural	  veil,	  because	  the	  class	  structures	  of	  
society	  present	  the	  greatest	  of	  impediments	  first	  and	  foremost.	  	  So,	  just	  as	  
Morrison	  uses	  her	  own	  recollections	  to	  address	  the	  silent	  spaces	  in	  early	  slave	  
narratives,	  ones	  that	  remained	  mute	  towards	  much	  of	  their	  treatment	  in	  order	  to	  
make	  their	  stories	  palatable	  to	  white	  readers,	  I	  argue	  that	  Waters	  explores	  the	  
gaps	  in	  lesbian	  representation	  through	  an	  implicit	  expression	  of	  her	  own	  
interiority	  and	  sense	  of	  self.	  	  	  Chapter	  one	  of	  this	  thesis	  discusses	  in	  detail	  and	  
shows	  how,	  like	  Morrison,	  Waters’	  historical	  novels	  are	  a	  ‘symbiotic	  embrace’	  of	  
her	  fiction	  writing	  and	  her	  second	  authorial	  self	  (1995,	  p.	  65).	  	  It	  will	  show	  how	  
these	  embraces	  provide	  the	  governing	  consciousness	  of	  the	  text,	  which	  assists	  
mainstream	  interpretation	  of	  marginal	  existence	  and,	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  
publically	  authenticates	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  for	  lesbians	  reading	  her	  work.	  	  
The	  need	  for	  self-­‐affirmation	  was	  illustrated	  in	  a	  recent	  poll	  of	  seventeen	  
LGBT	  writers	  for	  Elle	  Magazine	  USA	  in	  2016.	  	  Prepared	  as	  part	  of	  Stonewall’s	  
Pride	  Month,	  this	  survey	  demonstrates	  the	  positive	  effects	  that	  a	  tacit	  
relationship	  between	  the	  author	  and	  their	  text	  can	  have	  on	  readers.	  	  Out	  of	  a	  list	  
that	  also	  includes	  Waters,	  Hannah	  Kent,	  author	  of	  Burial	  Rites	  (2013),	  chose	  
Fingersmith	  as	  her	  most	  significant	  LGBT	  book.	  	  Her	  reasons,	  she	  states	  are	  
because	  she:	  	  
had	  not	  yet	  encountered	  a	  narrative	  that	  reflected	  and	  articulated	  my	  
own	  emotional	  experience…,	  encountering	  that	  representation	  after	  years	  
of	  reading	  books	  celebrating	  heterosexual	  relationships	  was	  hugely	  
powerful.	  It	  made	  me	  feel	  that	  I	  was	  not	  alone	  (Kent,	  2016).	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Here	  Kent	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  beneficial	  effect	  of	  representing	  lesbian	  
existence	  through	  an	  ‘emotional	  experience.’	  	  Same-­‐sex	  desire	  is	  shown	  to	  be	  
affective	  and	  thus,	  as	  an	  experience	  it	  is	  more	  valued	  and	  ‘powerful.’	  	  In	  this	  way,	  
a	  ‘narrative	  that	  reflects	  and	  articulates’	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  from	  an	  emotional	  
perspective	  refuses	  the	  consequences	  of	  historical	  censorship,	  because	  cultural	  
‘denial’	  of	  the	  lesbian-­‐figure	  empties	  the	  site	  of	  its	  subjectivity.	  	  Fingersmith	  is	  
modeled	  out	  of	  Waters’	  imagination,	  which	  Morrison	  maintains	  is	  a	  ‘symbiotic	  
embrace’	  of	  the	  writing	  self	  (fiction)	  and	  the	  recollecting	  self	  (memoir).	  	  Thus	  
this	  thesis	  will	  maintain	  that	  the	  PhD	  study	  that	  Waters	  completed	  prior	  to	  the	  
start	  of	  her	  fiction-­‐writing	  career	  is	  intrinsically	  linked	  to	  the	  subject	  matter	  of	  
her	  writing	  and	  Kent’s	  reaction	  to	  Fingersmith	  is	  evidence	  of	  this	  premise.	  
Waters’	  PhD	  explores	  the	  changing	  nature	  of	  icons	  and	  referents	  of	  same-­‐sex	  
desire,	  as	  they	  become	  outdated	  and	  outmoded.	  	  She	  discusses	  how	  the	  passage	  
of	  time	  and	  differing	  cultural	  attitudes	  means	  that	  women	  who	  love	  other	  
women	  are	  often	  left	  with	  inaccessible	  models	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  (Waters,	  
1995).	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  the	  remoteness	  of	  these	  models	  makes	  them	  difficult	  
for	  lesbians	  to	  identify	  with	  and	  lesbians	  are	  left	  with	  their	  emotions	  unspoken.	  	  	  
	   Underpinning	  this	  thesis	  then	  is	  the	  scholarly	  work	  of	  Waters’	  PhD.	  	  Given	  
that	  a	  major	  avenue	  of	  enquiry	  for	  this	  thesis	  is	  the	  presupposition	  of	  authorial	  
embrace	  between	  Waters’	  writing	  and	  her	  long	  engagement	  with	  the	  LGBT	  
community,	  it	  is	  pertinent	  that	  Waters’	  PhD	  receives	  consideration.	  	  Chapter	  two,	  
for	  example,	  will	  call	  upon	  Waters’	  scholarly	  work	  in	  order	  to	  explore	  the	  way	  
that	  her	  fiction	  takes	  its	  leave	  from	  her	  PhD	  and	  attempts	  to	  locate	  a	  viable	  
model	  of	  sexual	  register	  that	  is	  more	  realistic	  than	  iconic.	  	  Kent’s	  choice	  of	  
Fingersmith	  for	  Elle	  Magazine,	  as	  a	  story	  that	  ‘speaks	  to	  her’	  and	  tells	  her	  that	  she	  
is	  ‘not	  alone,’	  references	  such	  a	  contention.	  	  A	  lack	  of	  accessible	  cultural	  heritage	  
for	  working	  class	  lesbians	  is	  a	  problem	  that	  Waters’	  PhD	  identifies	  and	  one	  that	  
her	  fiction	  seeks	  to	  address.	  	  While	  the	  observations	  made	  by	  Kent	  to	  Elle	  
Magazine	  capture	  a	  sense	  of	  the	  unattainable	  nature	  of	  lesbian	  cultural	  icons,	  the	  
contemporary	  experience	  of	  a	  minority	  lesbian	  voice	  has	  been	  artificially	  
modeled	  in	  order	  to	  make	  it	  more	  culturally	  acceptable	  or	  to	  give	  it	  gravitas.	  	  
This	  means	  that	  for	  many	  who	  are	  marginalised	  their	  past	  is	  presented	  in	  
imagery	  and	  stories	  that	  are	  remote	  and	  inaccessible.	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   The	  effort	  to	  move	  the	  cultural	  veil	  to	  one	  side	  is	  a	  conscious	  one	  on	  the	  
part	  of	  Waters	  in	  order	  to	  validate	  lesbian	  experience	  (2010).	  	  This	  thesis	  will	  
show	  how	  the	  energy	  required	  to	  voice	  opposition	  to	  the	  historical	  and	  cultural	  
treatment	  of	  lesbianism	  comes	  from	  the	  intimacy	  of	  Waters’	  writing	  style.	  	  
Chapter	  two	  of	  this	  thesis	  details	  the	  similarity	  between	  what	  Waters	  describes	  
as	  the	  ‘intuitive’	  processes	  of	  her	  writing	  style	  with	  bell	  hooks’	  ideas	  about	  
‘talking	  back.’	  	  Again,	  this	  is	  an	  attempt	  to	  advance	  the	  study	  of	  Waters	  in	  a	  
direction	  that	  places	  her	  work	  within	  the	  same	  field	  of	  enquiry	  as	  other	  marginal	  
groups.	  	  For	  hooks,	  ‘talking	  back’	  is	  a	  dynamic	  act	  that	  carries	  with	  it	  energy	  and	  
movement	  (1990).	  	  The	  act	  of	  speaking	  out	  in	  the	  present	  about	  the	  marginality	  
experienced	  in	  the	  past	  brings	  into	  close	  proximity	  the	  historical	  remoteness	  of	  
the	  past.	  	  This	  is	  because	  the	  voice	  is	  used	  to	  connect	  the	  past,	  the	  present	  and	  
the	  future.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  thesis	  examines	  the	  first	  person	  narration	  of	  
Nancy	  Astley	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  in	  order	  to	  explore	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  
asserts	  herself	  through	  the	  imaginative	  space	  of	  the	  text.	  	  For	  instance,	  Nancy’s	  
character	  is	  mobile	  throughout	  the	  novel,	  as	  she	  moves	  from	  one	  location	  to	  
another,	  one	  lifestyle	  to	  another	  and	  one	  relationship	  to	  another.	  	  This	  thesis	  will	  
use	  the	  theme	  of	  movement	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  effect	  that	  Waters’	  textual	  
presence	  has	  on	  the	  reader	  in	  order	  to	  place	  her	  within	  a	  wider	  context	  of	  
writers	  like	  hooks,	  who	  use	  the	  notion	  of	  textual	  dynamism	  to	  liberate	  the	  
codified	  self.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  thesis	  will	  maintain	  that	  movement	  within	  a	  text	  
is	  an	  implicit	  political	  gesture	  on	  Waters’	  part,	  which	  attempts	  to	  unfix	  the	  
narratives	  that	  have	  bound	  conventional	  understanding	  of	  gay	  women	  into	  
maligned	  positions	  of	  cultural	  and	  historical	  insignificance.	  
	   	  It	  is	  argued	  throughout	  this	  thesis	  the	  author-­‐figure	  is	  one	  destination	  of	  
meaning	  making	  that	  contributes	  towards	  a	  text’s	  multiplicity.	  In	  order	  to	  
explore	  this	  idea	  in	  detail,	  Waters’	  fiction	  is	  read	  through	  the	  queer	  theoretical	  
paradigms	  that	  have	  advanced	  since	  Eve	  Kosofsky	  Sedgwick’s	  early	  work	  
Between	  Men:	  English	  Literature	  and	  Male	  Homosocial	  Desire	  (1985)	  and	  
Epistemology	  of	  the	  Closet	  (1990),	  where	  she	  began	  developing	  ideas	  of	  a	  
homosocial	  continuum.	  	  During	  the	  late	  1980s,	  Sedgwick	  began	  drawing	  up	  a	  
theoretical	  framework	  of	  the	  relations	  between	  sex	  and	  power.	  	  Judith	  Butler	  
furthered	  these	  concerns	  in	  such	  texts	  as	  Gender	  Trouble	  (1990)	  and	  Bodies	  That	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Matter	  (1993)	  in	  order	  to	  show	  how	  issues	  of	  gender	  are	  a	  series	  of	  improvised	  
performances	  that	  respond	  to	  their	  social	  and	  cultural	  codification.	  	  By	  way	  of	  
critiquing	  the	  areas	  of	  identity	  and	  appearance,	  chapter	  five	  of	  this	  thesis	  looks	  at	  
Judith	  Halberstam’s	  essay	  ‘F2M:	  The	  making	  of	  Female	  Masculinity’	  (1998)	  in	  
order	  to	  show	  how	  dress	  is	  part	  of	  an	  attitude	  and	  a	  way	  of	  dressing,	  rather	  than	  
a	  defining	  feature.	  
	  
Transtextuality	  
The	  notion	  of	  identity	  excess	  is	  a	  concern	  for	  chapter	  five,	  because	  it	  draws	  
attention	  to	  the	  restrictions	  of	  meaning	  when	  conventional	  interpretations	  are	  
applied	  to	  identify	  formation.	  	  As	  such,	  Gérard	  Genette’s	  concept	  of	  
transtextuality,	  as	  discussed	  in	  Palimpsests	  (1982)	  and	  Paratexts:	  Thresholds	  of	  
Interpretation	  (1987)	  is	  developed	  through	  the	  different	  medium	  interpretations	  
of	  Waters’	  work.	  	  For	  instance,	  adaptation,	  fan	  fiction	  and	  the	  Internet	  are	  all	  
used	  as	  examples	  that	  have	  come	  out	  of	  Waters’	  novels	  in	  order	  to	  demonstrate	  
how	  textual	  hybridity	  creates	  sites	  of	  textual	  excess.	  	  Chapter	  five	  suggests	  that	  
these	  sites	  go	  on	  to	  become	  ideal	  spaces	  in	  which	  to	  locate	  alternative	  meanings	  
and	  they	  become	  spaces	  where	  Waters	  engages	  her	  readers	  actively	  in	  the	  
imagining	  of	  selves	  and	  the	  creative	  processes	  of	  alternative	  existence	  and	  
‘amplification.’	  Moreover,	  it	  will	  show	  how	  momentum	  and	  energy	  are	  generated	  
by	  a	  crossing	  of	  generic	  borders	  and	  how	  looking	  at	  Waters’	  work	  in	  terms	  of	  this	  
type	  of	  excess	  amplifies	  textual	  meaning.	  	  Julie	  Sanders	  coined	  the	  term	  ‘textual	  
amplification’	  in	  her	  book	  Adaptation	  and	  Appropriation	  (2010),	  which	  in	  itself	  
echoes	  the	  questioning	  that	  Genette	  poses	  in	  Palimpsests	  (1982);	  namely	  in	  
terms	  of	  how	  the	  unknown	  origin	  of	  a	  text	  is	  effected	  by	  the	  created	  hypertext.	  In	  
relation	  to	  this,	  invalid	  and	  inauthentic	  representations	  of	  working-­‐class	  lesbian	  
lived	  existence	  have	  been	  taken	  by	  this	  thesis	  as	  evidence	  of	  cultural	  and	  social	  
hypotextual	  absence.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  seeing	  the	  cultural	  and	  historical	  denial	  of	  
working-­‐class	  lesbianism	  in	  terms	  of	  its	  hypotextuality	  expands	  and	  generates	  
meaning,	  as	  Genette	  suggests	  that	  the	  evolutionary	  journey	  that	  the	  hypotext	  
makes	  is	  made	  more	  dramatic	  when	  its	  origins	  are	  invisible.	  	  In	  relation	  to	  this,	  
chapter	  five	  will	  show	  how	  the	  links	  that	  Waters’	  fiction	  makes	  with	  other	  texts,	  
such	  as	  the	  TV	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (2002),	  with	  fan	  fictions,	  French	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and	  Saunders’	  television	  parody	  and	  The	  Sun	  newspaper	  serials,	  are	  constantly	  
evolving	  and,	  thus,	  limitless	  in	  the	  opportunities	  that	  they	  present	  for	  
interpretation,	  which	  transcends	  all	  generic	  boundaries.	  	  
Andrew	  Davies	  purposefully	  cast	  Rachael	  Stirling	  in	  his	  adaptation	  of	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (2002)	  in	  order	  to	  destabilise	  sexual	  identity	  through	  the	  
provocative	  tailoring	  of	  her	  costumes.	  	  Davies’	  adaptation	  received	  a	  certain	  
amount	  of	  criticism	  at	  the	  time	  of	  airing	  for	  its	  portrayal	  of	  lesbian	  love	  scenes.	  	  
In	  response,	  this	  thesis	  applies	  Teresa	  De	  Lauretis’	  ideas	  of	  the	  static	  lesbian	  
body	  in	  Figures	  of	  Resistance	  (2007)	  in	  order	  to	  highlight	  the	  way	  that	  the	  motion	  
created	  by	  Davies’	  montage	  imbues	  the	  lesbian	  body	  with	  fluidity	  and	  
transformational	  qualities.	  	  Andrew	  Davies	  (2005)	  by	  Sarah	  Cardwell	  provides	  a	  
first-­‐hand	  critical	  account	  with	  Davies	  in	  interview	  and	  has	  been	  used	  to	  respond	  
to	  the	  criticism	  of	  the	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet.	  	  For	  instance	  Heather	  
Emmens’	  essay	  ‘Taming	  the	  Velvet:	  Lesbian	  Identity	  in	  Cultural	  Adaptations	  of	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet’	  (2009)	  accuses	  the	  adaptation	  of	  presenting	  a	  hollowed	  out	  
and	  domesticated	  version	  of	  the	  lesbian-­‐figure,	  because	  she	  suggests	  that	  Davies	  
has	  over-­‐sexualised	  the	  female	  characters.	  	  In	  contrast,	  other	  interview	  material	  
with	  Davies	  from	  the	  media	  such	  as	  ‘My	  TV	  Show	  is	  Absolute	  Filth’	  (2002)	  has	  
been	  used	  in	  chapter	  five	  in	  order	  to	  contextualise	  the	  sexualised	  imagery	  that	  
Emmens	  refers	  to.	  	  This	  is	  a	  useful	  way	  to	  situate	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  within	  its	  
historical	  and	  cultural	  trajectory,	  as	  it	  will	  be	  shown	  by	  this	  thesis	  how	  society	  
has	  oscillated	  between	  concerns	  of	  morality	  or	  sickness	  in	  its	  attitude	  towards	  
and	  treatment	  of	  lesbian	  sexuality.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  any	  
mainstream	  adaptation	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  ought	  to	  be	  bold	  and	  
insightful	  in	  order	  to	  dislodge	  traditional	  stereotypes	  that	  have	  grown	  out	  of	  
cultural	  models	  based	  around	  medical	  and	  legal	  narratives.	  	  Davies’	  unintended	  
outcome	  may	  well	  have	  been	  that	  the	  lesbian	  body	  was	  seen	  by	  critics	  such	  as	  
Emmens	  as	  more	  objectified	  than	  butch.	  	  But,	  as	  Waters	  has	  stated	  in	  ‘Desire,	  
Betrayal	  and	  “lesbo”	  Victorian	  romps’	  (2002),	  appearance	  is	  only	  part	  of	  being	  
gay:	  spirit	  and	  attitude	  matter	  too	  and	  Rachael	  Stirling	  provided	  these	  qualities	  
in	  ways	  that	  Waters	  had	  not	  envisaged.	  	  	  	  
	  
	  
	   12	  
‘Reading	  the	  Romance’	  and	  ‘Queering	  the	  Gothic’	  
Waters	  is	  someone	  who	  happily	  and	  openly	  talks	  about	  their	  writing	  and,	  as	  
such,	  this	  thesis	  obtained	  interviews	  with	  Waters	  and	  her	  publisher	  in	  order	  to	  
enrich	  the	  debates	  and	  discussions	  taking	  place	  and	  they	  have	  been	  included	  
where	  relevant.	  	  For	  example,	  material	  from	  Waters’	  publisher	  Lennie	  Goodings	  
provides	  a	  contextualised	  look	  at	  the	  relationship	  between	  Virago	  and	  Waters	  
and	  shows	  how	  her	  growing	  international	  reputation	  informs	  the	  choice	  of	  book	  
covers	  and	  demonstrates	  the	  instinct	  Waters	  has	  for	  her	  fiction.	  	  This	  thesis	  
could	  not	  find	  any	  other	  critical	  work	  that	  reads	  Waters’	  work	  alongside	  the	  
perspectives	  of	  her	  publisher,	  as	  a	  critique	  of	  her	  writing	  processes.	  	  Again	  in	  an	  
attempt	  to	  bring	  originality	  to	  the	  study	  of	  Waters,	  the	  communication	  with	  
Goodings	  is	  used	  to	  inform	  and	  extend	  the	  discussions	  that	  are	  centred	  on	  
intertextuality.	  	  Similarly,	  Waters’	  interview	  material	  has	  contributed	  towards	  
the	  critical	  direction	  that	  this	  thesis	  takes.	  	  The	  insights	  given	  by	  Waters	  and	  
Goodings	  enhance	  the	  study	  of	  Waters	  and	  bring	  an	  air	  of	  freshness	  to	  the	  field.	  	  
There	  are	  other	  collections	  written	  on	  Waters’	  work	  that	  contain	  interview	  
material	  given	  by	  Waters.	  	  Kaye	  Mitchell’s	  Sarah	  Waters	  (2013)	  for	  the	  
Bloomsbury	  Critical	  Perspectives	  Series	  is	  an	  example.	  	  Abigal	  Dennis’	  ‘“Ladies	  in	  
Peril”:	  Sarah	  Waters	  on	  neo-­‐Victorian	  narrative	  celebrations	  and	  why	  she	  
stopped	  writing	  about	  the	  Victorian	  era’	  (2008)	  for	  Neo-­Victorian	  Studies	  is	  
another.	  	  Sonja	  Tiernan’s	  ‘The	  Politics	  of	  Lesbian	  Fiction:	  Sonja	  Tiernan	  
Interviews	  Novelist	  Sarah	  Waters’	  (2006)	  for	  Feminist	  Review	  provides	  an	  early	  
account,	  as	  does	  Lucy	  Armitt’s	  (2007)	  ‘Interview	  with	  Sarah	  Waters	  (CWWN	  
conference,	  University	  of	  Wales,	  Bangor,	  22nd	  April	  2006’	  (2007)	  for	  Feminist	  
Review.	  	  Despite	  the	  fact	  that	  Waters	  freely	  offers	  insights	  into	  her	  writing	  and	  
the	  literary	  processes	  she	  goes	  through,	  this	  thesis	  contends	  that	  each	  interview	  
is	  sufficiently	  different	  to	  claim	  its	  own	  inherent	  edge	  of	  originality.	  	  As	  much	  of	  
this	  thesis	  is	  concerned	  with	  the	  relationship	  between	  the	  author,	  their	  texts	  and	  
the	  authentication	  of	  minority	  experiences	  through	  the	  authorial	  process,	  Waters	  
was	  mainly	  consulted	  on	  her	  writing	  practices	  and	  her	  connection	  to	  the	  LGBT	  
community.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Waters	  explored	  the	  qualities	  and	  values	  of	  being	  a	  
lesbian	  writer	  and	  how	  important	  they	  are	  to	  her.	  	  In	  addition,	  she	  related	  her	  
academic	  background	  to	  the	  purposes	  of	  her	  writing	  and	  showed	  how	  this	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knowledge	  enhances	  her	  authorial	  intentions.	  	  These	  aspects	  of	  her	  discussion	  
have	  helped	  to	  shape	  the	  debates	  that	  take	  place	  in	  this	  thesis,	  in	  particular	  those	  
concerning	  lesbian	  writing,	  authorship	  and	  the	  concept	  of	  the	  second	  authorial	  
self.	  	  Chapters	  one,	  two	  and	  five	  in	  particular	  address	  these	  views	  specifically,	  but	  
as	  this	  is	  a	  major	  part	  of	  this	  thesis,	  her	  responses	  to	  these	  areas	  of	  enquiry	  are	  
evident	  throughout.	  	  	  
Waters	  sees	  a	  connection	  between	  her	  writing	  and	  her	  long	  involvement	  
with	  the	  LGBT	  community.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  she	  is	  explicit	  about	  the	  reasons	  why	  
she	  feels	  it	  necessary	  to	  create	  a	  lesbian	  heritage	  and	  her	  motivation	  to	  write	  
fiction	  that	  authenticates	  same-­‐sex	  love.	  	  In	  light	  of	  this,	  this	  thesis	  demonstrates	  
how	  Waters	  creates	  accessible	  versions	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  through	  the	  
way	  that	  she	  manipulates	  and	  plays	  around	  with	  genre.	  	  Chapter	  three	  takes	  a	  
detailed	  examination	  of	  the	  Romance	  genre	  in	  order	  to	  consider	  the	  ways	  that	  
Waters	  subverts	  traditional,	  heterosexual	  ideals	  of	  romance	  in	  order	  to	  
‘normalise’	  lesbian	  lived	  experience	  for	  a	  mainstream	  reader.	  	  Janice	  Radway’s	  
Reading	  the	  Romance	  (1984)	  is	  the	  most	  comprehensive	  study	  of	  the	  genre	  that	  
has	  been	  conducted	  to	  date	  and,	  because	  of	  this,	  it	  has	  been	  used	  to	  establish	  the	  
conventions	  of	  the	  genre	  and	  reading	  habits	  of	  its	  fans.	  	  	  
In	  her	  essay	  ‘Girl	  meets	  Girl’	  (1998),	  Paulina	  Palmer	  suggests	  that	  lesbian	  
romance	  offers	  its	  readers	  the	  same	  level	  of	  emotional	  investment	  as	  traditional,	  
heterosexual	  romance.	  	  As	  a	  writer	  of	  lesbian	  romance,	  Waters	  takes	  the	  
opportunity	  to	  celebrate	  gay	  women	  and	  their	  romantic	  relationships.	  	  Waters	  
takes	  her	  readers	  from	  the	  emotional	  beginnings	  of	  sexual	  awakening	  in	  Tipping	  
the	  Velvet	  (1998)	  and	  continues	  Nancy	  Astley’s	  journey	  through	  the	  ups	  and	  
downs	  of	  falling	  in	  and	  out	  of	  love	  with	  the	  various	  characters	  she	  meets.	  	  Finally	  
readers	  are	  shown	  a	  stable	  and	  fulfilling	  same-­‐sex	  relationship	  when	  Nancy	  
meets	  Florence.	  	  Similarly,	  Waters	  presents	  lesbians	  who	  deceive	  others	  in	  the	  
name	  of	  romance.	  	  Fingersmith	  (2002),	  The	  Night	  Watch	  (2006)	  and	  The	  Paying	  
Guests	  (2014)	  all	  show	  readers	  examples	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  and	  
who	  betray	  others	  in	  the	  name	  of	  romance.	  	  Affinity	  (1999)	  presents	  a	  similar	  
story	  of	  under-­‐handedness	  but	  concludes	  with	  a	  failed	  romance	  that	  ends	  in	  
tragedy.	  	  To	  a	  straight	  reader	  these	  common	  emotional	  responses	  will	  seem	  
familiar	  and	  so	  they	  highlight	  the	  shared	  paradigms	  of	  infatuation,	  lust,	  desire,	  
	   14	  
love	  and	  disappointment	  that	  exist	  for	  both	  heterosexual	  and	  homosexual	  lovers	  
alike.	  Thus	  chapter	  three	  shows	  how	  Waters’	  romance	  writing	  challenges	  the	  
cultural	  preconception	  that	  lesbian	  love	  is	  unnatural,	  different	  or	  indeed	  deviant.	  	  
For	  all	  her	  gay	  readers,	  Waters	  re-­‐articulates	  lesbian	  romance	  in	  order	  to	  
demonstrate	  its	  resilience	  in	  a	  way	  that	  moves	  beyond	  the	  typical	  coming	  out	  
story	  and	  matures	  with	  the	  development	  of	  the	  different	  characters.	  	  
In	  The	  Book	  Revolution	  (1966)	  literary	  sociologist	  Robert	  Escarpit	  
suggests	  that	  there	  is	  a	  fundamental	  link	  between	  a	  genre’s	  popularity	  and	  its	  
appeal	  to	  readers.	  	  While	  the	  more	  appealing	  a	  genre	  is	  to	  read,	  the	  more	  it	  
probably	  sells	  is	  an	  obvious	  connection	  to	  make,	  Frank	  Schink	  in	  The	  Paperbound	  
Book	  in	  America	  (1989)	  suggests	  a	  further	  correlation.	  	  Here	  Schink	  draws	  
attention	  to	  the	  link	  between	  the	  popularity	  of	  the	  genre	  and	  the	  way	  that	  
romance	  fiction	  is	  marketed.	  	  In	  effect	  Schink	  argues,	  like	  Escarpit,	  that	  readers	  
can	  be	  ‘semi-­‐programmed’	  by	  the	  charm	  of	  presentation,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  generic	  
formula	  and	  consistently	  high	  sales	  (1989,	  p.	  122).	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  chapter	  
three	  maintains	  that	  Waters’	  fiction	  appeals	  to	  an	  already	  enthusiastic	  and	  
receptive	  audience.	  	  Given	  Palmer’s	  suggestion	  that	  romance	  is	  the	  ideal	  genre	  
for	  same-­‐sex	  desire,	  predominantly	  because	  it	  addresses	  female-­‐centred	  issues,	  
chapter	  three	  also	  considers	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters	  rearticulates	  conventional	  
love	  stories,	  subverts	  the	  codes	  and	  conventions	  of	  the	  romance	  tradition,	  while	  
also	  providing	  a	  natural	  place	  for	  women	  to	  re-­‐think	  their	  assigned	  cultural	  
positions.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Luce	  Irigaray’s	  Speculum	  of	  the	  Other	  Woman	  (1985)	  
accounts	  for	  the	  privilege	  that	  has	  been	  accorded	  to	  phallocentric	  language	  in	  
terms	  of	  the	  expression	  and	  enforcement	  of	  social	  law.	  	  In	  addition,	  traditional	  
romance	  provides	  a	  hero	  against	  which	  the	  heroine	  can	  judge	  her	  self	  worth.	  	  
Waters’	  fiction	  resists	  both	  of	  these	  positions.	  	  The	  acquisition	  of	  patriarchal	  
authority	  and	  essentialised	  femininity	  are	  rejected	  when	  Waters	  transfers	  the	  
language	  of	  the	  tongue	  (power)	  to	  that	  of	  the	  body	  (lesbian	  passion)	  and	  in	  so	  
doing,	  she	  subverts	  the	  socio-­‐linguistic	  borders	  of	  phallocentricism.	  	  	  
Similarly,	  Lynne	  Pearce	  and	  Gina	  Wisker’s	  Fatal	  Attractions	  (1998)	  draws	  
attention	  to	  the	  potential	  that	  lesbian	  romance	  has	  for	  transgression.	  	  My	  own	  
chapter	  	  ‘Subverting	  the	  Romance:	  The	  Fiction	  of	  Sarah	  Waters’	  (2015)	  outlines	  
the	  subversive	  potential	  that	  lesbian	  fiction	  has	  and	  influences	  the	  critical	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direction	  of	  this	  thesis	  in	  this	  regard.	  	  Chapter	  three	  considers	  this	  aspect	  of	  
romance	  writing	  in	  order	  to	  posit	  the	  notion	  that	  the	  romance	  that	  Waters	  
authors	  exposes	  the	  cultural	  dependency	  that	  heterosexuality	  has	  on	  
homosexuality	  in	  order	  to	  maintain	  its	  dominance.	  	  One	  might	  for	  instance	  argue,	  
as	  Julia	  Kristeva	  does,	  that	  the	  abject	  body	  of	  the	  lesbian	  is	  always	  hovering	  on	  
the	  periphery	  ready	  to	  intervene	  and	  disrupt	  heteronormativity.	  	  Kristeva’s	  
Powers	  of	  Horror:	  An	  Essay	  on	  Abjection	  (1982)	  illuminates	  how	  heterosexuality	  
demonises	  homosexuality	  in	  order	  to	  retain	  its	  prominence.	  	  However,	  chapter	  
three	  of	  this	  thesis	  shows	  that	  it	  is	  not	  completely	  possible	  to	  eradicate	  the	  
threat	  to	  normativity	  and	  thus	  the	  liminal	  borders	  where	  writers	  like	  Waters	  
write	  from	  offer	  limitless	  potential	  to	  unsettle	  the	  compulsory	  nature	  of	  
heterosexuality.	  	  	  
In	  many	  respects	  Waters	  has	  capitalised	  on	  the	  ambiguous	  nature	  of	  the	  
traditional	  romance	  novel.	  	  For	  instance,	  as	  a	  form	  of	  fiction	  it	  can	  be	  perceived	  
as	  weak,	  because	  of	  its	  formulaic	  treatment	  of	  women.	  	  One	  of	  the	  strengths	  that	  
Waters	  has	  as	  a	  writer	  is	  her	  ability	  to	  play	  around	  with	  genre	  in	  order	  to	  refresh	  
conventional	  thinking	  and	  challenge	  orthodox	  ways.	  	  Her	  approach	  to	  romance	  
has	  been	  to	  translate	  issues	  of	  ambiguity	  into	  versatile	  opportunities.	  	  As	  such,	  
this	  thesis	  consistently	  engages	  with	  the	  theme	  of	  queerness	  in	  order	  to	  show	  
how	  Waters’	  writing	  exceeds	  the	  boundaries	  of	  power	  structures	  and	  genres,	  
challenges	  gender	  perceptions	  and	  uses	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  to	  relocate	  heterosexual	  
love	  for	  the	  mainstream.	  	  Chapter	  three	  queers	  the	  reader’s	  sense	  of	  romance	  
and	  chapter	  four	  exposes	  the	  queerness	  of	  the	  Gothic	  genre	  in	  order	  to	  evoke	  
troubling	  feelings	  and	  difference	  as	  a	  way	  of	  regenerating	  accepted	  dominant	  
behaviours	  and	  attitudes.	  	  	  
Chapter	  four	  of	  this	  thesis	  shows	  many	  similar	  examples	  of	  Waters’	  
creativity.	  	  Grounded	  in	  a	  discussion	  on	  the	  Gothic,	  chapter	  four	  highlights	  how	  
Waters	  exploits	  the	  tendencies	  of	  the	  Gothic	  to	  disturb	  the	  cultural	  and	  social	  
hegemony,	  by	  evoking	  textual	  stammering.	  	  Gilles	  Deleuze	  and	  Félix	  Guattari	  
unearth	  the	  role	  of	  minor	  literature	  in	  their	  work	  Kafka:	  Towards	  a	  Minor	  
Literature	  (2003).	  When	  read	  alongside	  Waters’	  novels,	  their	  theories	  on	  the	  way	  
that	  minor	  literatures	  have	  the	  potential	  to	  disrupt	  hegemony	  provide	  a	  series	  of	  
useful	  opportunities	  through	  which	  the	  treatment	  and	  oppression	  of	  minority	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voices	  can	  be	  explored.	  	  Throughout	  this	  thesis	  it	  is	  shown	  how	  language	  is	  
politicised	  and	  thus	  the	  owners	  of	  language	  are	  the	  dominant	  and	  the	  powerful.	  	  
In	  contrast	  homosexuality	  has	  been	  consistently	  denied	  a	  social	  voice	  and	  has	  
been	  excluded	  from	  participating	  in	  the	  processes	  and	  structures	  of	  patriarchy	  
and	  is	  therefore	  kept	  in	  a	  position	  of	  oppression.	  	  Waters’	  writing,	  in	  this	  regard,	  
is	  therefore	  of	  the	  type	  of	  minor	  language	  that,	  according	  to	  Deleuze	  and	  
Guattari,	  is	  capable	  of	  ‘vibrating’	  and	  intervening	  in	  the	  smooth-­‐running	  of	  
dominant	  forms.	  	  Minor	  language	  affords	  a	  redistribution	  of	  power	  and	  chapter	  
four	  shows	  how	  Waters	  achieves	  this	  through	  examples	  of	  textual	  stammering.	  	  	  	  
Elizabeth	  Grosz’s	  Space,	  Time,	  and	  Perversion	  (1995)	  furthers	  Deleuze	  and	  
Guattari’s	  theories	  on	  minor	  language	  in	  that	  she	  makes	  the	  stammering	  and	  
stuttering	  relevant	  to	  objects	  of	  desire.	  	  Grosz	  suggests	  that	  the	  habitual	  nature	  
of	  the	  normative	  is	  interrupted	  by	  a	  stuttering	  action	  of	  the	  text.	  	  Waters	  invests	  
a	  sense	  of	  gothic	  queerness	  into	  the	  text,	  because	  she	  narrates	  the	  novel	  through	  
a	  male	  protagonist,	  whereby	  she	  is	  queering	  the	  gender	  of	  the	  speaking	  subject,	  
thus	  creating	  a	  textual	  stammer.	  	  Chapter	  four	  suggests	  that	  this	  shape-­‐shifting	  
narrative	  device	  is	  used	  by	  Waters	  to	  cause	  a	  textual	  break.	  	  For	  instance,	  
Faraday	  constantly	  changes	  the	  shape	  of	  events	  in	  the	  story	  and	  influences	  what	  
happens.	  	  As	  the	  text	  is	  the	  place	  where	  the	  reader	  seeks	  truth	  and	  reality,	  
Faraday’s	  unreliability	  can	  be	  seen	  to	  create	  anxiety	  and	  thus	  causes	  textual	  
hesitation	  and	  pause.	  	  This	  is	  what	  Grosz	  identifies	  as	  a	  fissure,	  a	  place	  within	  the	  
text	  through	  which	  to	  challenge	  fixed	  ideas	  and	  to	  break	  boundaries.	  	  	  
Critics	  have	  seen	  opportunity	  in	  the	  Gothicism	  that	  is	  contained	  within	  
Waters’	  fiction,	  not	  least	  my	  chapter	  ‘“Queering	  the	  Speaking	  Subject	  in	  Sarah	  
Waters’s	  The	  Little	  Stranger’	  (2012).	  Mark	  Llewellyn’s	  ‘“Queer?	  I	  should	  say	  it’s	  
Criminal!”	  Sarah	  Waters’	  Affinity	  (1999)’	  (2005),	  Rosario	  Arias	  Doblas’	  ‘Talking	  
with	  the	  Dead:	  revisiting	  the	  Victorian	  Past	  and	  the	  Occult	  in	  Margaret	  Atwood’s	  
Alias	  Grace	  and	  Sarah	  Waters’	  Affinity’	  (2005)	  and	  Catherine	  Spooner’s	  ‘“Spiritual	  
Garments”:	  Fashioning	  the	  Victorian	  Séance	  in	  Sarah	  Waters’	  Affinity’	  (2007)	  are	  
early	  reflections	  on	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  uses	  spiritualism	  in	  her	  writing	  in	  order	  
to	  create	  and	  explore	  what	  critics	  like	  Lucie	  Armitt	  and	  Sarah	  Gamble	  have	  
deemed	  to	  be	  uniquely	  female	  spaces	  in	  the	  Victorian	  era.	  	  Armitt	  and	  Gamble’s	  
‘The	  Haunted	  Geometries	  of	  Sarah	  Waters’s	  Affinity’	  (2006)	  is	  a	  consideration	  of	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the	  erosion	  of	  boundaries	  ‘between	  time,	  between	  the	  respectable	  and	  the	  
disrespectable’	  (2006,	  p.	  147).	  	  Armitt	  and	  Gamble	  see	  Waters’	  engagement	  with	  
the	  uncanny	  as	  a	  device	  that	  attempts	  to	  renegotiate	  female	  space.	  	  The	  gothic	  
geometrics	  of	  the	  prison	  are	  mapped	  onto	  lived	  experience	  in	  order	  to	  suggest	  
that	  the	  Victorian	  middle-­‐classes	  held	  a	  distorted	  view	  of	  their	  own	  power	  base.	  	  
The	  tragedy	  of	  the	  ending	  is	  reconceptualised	  in	  order	  to	  suggest	  that	  it	  is	  the	  
working	  classes,	  the	  ‘socially	  invisible’	  servant	  and	  the	  criminal,	  who	  are	  the	  
ones	  who	  see	  with	  clear	  sight.	  	  This	  is	  because	  in	  the	  end	  they	  are	  the	  ones	  who	  
see	  through,	  outsmart	  and	  manipulate	  the	  systems	  of	  law	  and	  authority.	  	  
Similarly	  Kym	  Brindle’s	  ‘Diary	  as	  Queer	  Malady:	  Deflecting	  the	  Gaze	  in	  Sarah	  
Waters’s	  Affinity’	  (2010)	  considers	  the	  ‘panoptic	  principle	  of	  uncertainty’	  as	  she	  
critiques	  the	  role	  of	  the	  gaze	  and	  invisibility	  through	  the	  epistolary	  form.	  	  	  
Katharina	  Boehm’s	  ‘Historiography	  and	  the	  Material	  Imagination	  in	  the	  
Novels	  of	  Sarah	  Waters’	  (2011)	  reads	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  alongside	  the	  work	  of	  
Michel	  de	  Certeau	  in	  order	  to	  consider	  how	  objects	  can	  act	  as	  silent	  reminders	  of	  
repressed	  knowledge.	  	  Again,	  like	  Armitt	  and	  Gamble,	  Boehm	  considers	  the	  
imposition	  of	  the	  class	  system	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  kept	  the	  domestic	  workers	  out	  of	  
sight.	  	  Boehm	  suggests	  that	  Waters	  uses	  the	  disruptive	  nature	  of	  the	  uncanny	  in	  
order	  to	  redress	  the	  social	  and	  historical	  imbalance	  against	  the	  working	  classes.	  	  
Domestic	  objects	  from	  the	  house	  attack	  members	  of	  the	  Ayres	  family,	  as	  if	  in	  
‘revolt’	  against	  their	  past	  of	  servitude	  (Boehm,	  2011,	  p.	  255).	  	  Similarly,	  Emma	  
Parker’s	  ‘The	  Country	  House	  Revisited:	  Sarah	  Waters’	  The	  Little	  Stranger’	  (2013)	  
takes	  an	  enquiring	  look	  at	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  class	  
redress.	  	  Parker	  argues	  that	  the	  novel	  is	  about	  social	  hostility	  and	  the	  emerging	  
changes	  concerning	  sexuality,	  gender	  and	  social	  status.	  	  As	  with	  Boehm,	  Parker	  
sees	  the	  domestic	  maid	  as	  the	  site	  out	  of	  which	  all	  of	  this	  conflict	  emerges	  and	  
one	  might	  suggest	  that	  she	  is	  the	  silent	  and	  invisible	  little	  stranger	  reaping	  
revenge	  against	  the	  Ayres.	  	  Unlike	  the	  other	  reviews	  of	  Waters’	  engagement	  with	  
Gothicism,	  Parker	  maintains	  that	  it	  is	  The	  Little	  Stranger’s	  intertextuality	  that	  
produces	  textual	  excess	  and	  thus	  exposes	  the	  way	  the	  country	  house	  has	  been	  
both	  idealised	  and	  romanticised	  in	  British	  literature.	  	  Compared	  with	  the	  decay	  
in	  which	  Hundred’s	  Hall	  is	  presented	  to	  the	  reader,	  Parker	  suggests	  that	  Waters	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is	  undermining	  the	  nostalgia	  for	  a	  period	  in	  time	  that	  was,	  in	  reality,	  an	  era	  of	  
exploitation,	  neglect	  and	  greed.	  	  
Queer	  Historical	  Fiction	  and	  neo-­Victorianism	  	  
As	  Waters	  is	  a	  writer	  of	  historical	  fiction	  it	  is	  unsurprising	  that	  much	  of	  the	  
criticism	  that	  has	  been	  written	  about	  Waters	  focuses	  on	  her	  historical	  writing	  
with	  other	  aspects,	  like	  Gothicism.	  	  	  Ann	  Heilmann’s	  ‘Specters	  of	  the	  Victorian	  
neo-­‐forties	  novel:	  Sarah	  Waters’s	  ‘The	  Little	  Stranger’	  (2009)	  and	  its	  intertexts’	  
(2012)	  for	  instance,	  considers	  the	  shape-­‐shifting	  qualities	  of	  the	  gothic,	  not	  with	  
the	  intention	  of	  unsettling	  the	  meaning	  making	  processes	  of	  the	  reader,	  as	  is	  
discussed	  in	  chapter	  four	  of	  this	  thesis,	  but	  with	  the	  purpose	  of	  ‘playing	  with	  the	  
interpretive	  instabilities	  raised	  by	  her	  synthesis	  of	  two	  genres’	  (2012).	  	  	  The	  two	  
synthesised	  genres	  that	  Heilmann	  is	  referring	  to	  here	  are	  the	  neo-­‐Victorian	  and	  
the	  neo-­‐Forties	  novels.	  	  In	  this	  essay,	  Heilmann	  sees	  Waters	  importing	  the	  values	  
of	  neo-­‐Victorianism	  into	  a	  study	  of	  the	  post	  war	  period	  of	  the	  1940s	  and	  argues	  
that	  Waters	  overlays	  the	  golden	  age	  of	  the	  Victorian	  era	  onto	  the	  broken	  age	  of	  
the	  post-­‐war	  generation	  in	  order	  to	  bring	  into	  the	  light	  other	  social	  wars	  that	  
were	  happening	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century	  (2012).	  	  Heilmann	  has	  
been	  one	  of	  the	  contributing	  voices	  to	  the	  field	  of	  neo-­‐Victorian	  studies	  and	  with	  
others	  she	  shares	  the	  view	  that	  Waters	  is	  a	  writer	  who	  revises	  history	  in	  the	  neo-­‐
Victorian	  tradition.	  	  
	  As	  a	  genre,	  neo-­‐Victorianism	  returns	  to	  the	  Victorian	  era	  in	  order	  to	  carry	  
out	  a	  reassessment	  of	  the	  historical	  period	  in	  some	  way.	  	  Penny	  Gay,	  Judith	  
Johnston	  and	  Catherine	  Waters	  in	  Victorian	  Turns,	  NeoVictorian	  Returns	  (2008)	  
attempt	  to	  quantify	  and	  define	  this	  type	  of	  literature.	  	  In	  footnote	  5	  of	  the	  
Introduction	  Johnston	  and	  Waters	  state	  that	  ‘The	  term	  “Neo,”...used	  in	  
conjunction	  with	  a	  genre,	  …	  is	  rather	  a	  new,	  modified,	  or	  even	  more	  modern	  
style,	  as	  in	  Neo-­‐Gothic	  for	  instance’	  (2008,	  p.	  11).	  	  	  The	  idea	  that	  neo-­‐Victorian	  
literature	  revises	  the	  Victorian	  era	  by	  presenting	  something	  ‘new’	  and	  ‘modified’	  
is	  furthered	  by	  Ann	  Heilmann	  and	  Mark	  Llewellyn,	  who	  provide	  a	  more	  
comprehensive	  working	  definition	  of	  neo-­‐Victorianism	  in	  Neo-­Victorianism	  
(2010).	  	  They	  state	  that	  to	  be	  neo-­‐Victorian	  a	  text	  must	  ‘in	  some	  respect	  be	  self-­
consciously	  engaged	  with	  the	  act	  of	  (re)interpretation,	  (re)discovery	  and	  (re)vision	  
concerning	  the	  Victorians’	  ([their	  italics],	  2010,	  p.4).	  	  As	  well	  as	  ‘reinterpreting’	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and	  ‘modifying’	  the	  Victorian	  era,	  both	  these	  examples	  draw	  attention	  to	  the	  way	  
that	  neo-­‐Victorian	  literature	  is	  distinguished	  by	  its	  propensity	  for	  ‘self-­conscious’	  
engagement	  with	  the	  Victorian	  period	  that	  it	  elucidates.	  	  Neo-­‐Victorian	  fiction	  
demonstrates	  its	  ‘revisionary’	  capacity	  through	  parody,	  evoking	  stereotype	  and	  
through	  an	  acknowledgment	  of	  its	  own	  artificiality,	  as	  Heilmann	  and	  Llewellyn	  
maintain.	  	  They	  say	  that	  neo-­‐Victorian	  texts	  offer	  readers	  ‘knowing	  asides	  
to…blur	  the	  moment	  of	  the	  narrative	  with	  the	  historical	  foreknowledge	  that	  
cannot	  really	  (or	  should	  not)	  be	  negated	  by	  the	  belated	  contemporary’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
14).	  	  Such	  ‘knowing	  asides’	  are	  playful,	  what	  Heilmann	  and	  Llewellyn	  call	  
‘celebrations’	  of	  an	  historical	  time	  and,	  they	  are	  also	  metafictional	  devices	  that	  
present	  the	  text	  as	  an	  artifact	  (ibid,	  p.14).	  	  Here	  ‘blurring’	  the	  narrative	  questions	  
the	  validity	  of	  the	  real	  with	  the	  unreal,	  asking	  of	  the	  reader	  how	  familiar	  the	  
Victorian	  period	  really	  is.	  	  
	   In	  his	  essay	  ‘What	  is	  Neo-­‐Victorian	  Studies’	  (2008)	  Llewellyn	  suggests	  that	  
the	  strengths	  of	  the	  neo-­‐Victorian	  genre	  come	  from	  its	  ability	  to	  undermine	  the	  
‘stability	  of	  a	  presumed	  hegemonic	  historical	  narrative’	  (2008,	  p.	  165).	  	  Cheryl	  A.	  
Wilson’s	  essay	  ‘From	  the	  Drawing	  Room	  to	  The	  Stage:	  Performing	  Sexuality	  in	  
Sarah	  Waters’s	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet’	  (2006)	  highlights	  the	  ‘vexed	  relationship	  
between	  ideas	  and	  ideals	  of	  women’s	  music’	  (2006,	  p.	  285).	  	  The	  music	  hall	  in	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet,	  Wilson	  suggests,	  is	  a	  space	  that	  is	  used	  by	  Waters	  to	  liberate	  
women’s	  sexual	  identity.	  	  Wilson	  argues	  that	  the	  music	  recitals	  of	  the	  Victorian	  
drawing	  room	  set	  ideals	  of	  femininity,	  class	  and	  sexuality,	  which	  are	  
consequently	  challenged	  when	  juxtaposed	  with	  the	  music	  hall	  setting.	  Similarly,	  
in	  the	  opening	  of	  his	  essay	  ‘Prior	  Knowledge:	  Sarah	  Waters	  and	  the	  Victorians’	  
(2006),	  Mark	  Wormald	  identifies	  that	  the	  Victorian	  era	  can	  be	  considered	  a	  low	  
point	  in	  the	  history	  of	  sexuality	  because	  it	  was	  largely	  responsible	  for	  
establishing	  the	  myths	  which	  have	  perpetuated	  into	  the	  modern	  times	  (2006,	  p.	  
186).	  	  Mariaconcetta	  Costantini’s	  ‘“Faux-­‐Victorian	  Melodrama”	  in	  the	  New	  
Millennium:	  The	  Case	  of	  Sarah	  Waters’	  (2006)	  raises	  the	  question	  of	  historical	  
accuracy	  and	  argues	  that	  neo-­‐Victorian	  literature	  questions	  the	  reliability	  of	  
historical	  narratives.	  	  In	  relation	  to	  Waters	  she	  argues	  that	  Waters	  uses	  her	  
narrators	  as	  a	  way	  to	  investigate	  a	  ‘preoccupation	  with	  the	  ancestors’	  (2006,	  p.	  
19).	  	  Costantini’s	  point	  is	  that	  Waters	  appropriates	  the	  Victorian	  prevalence	  of	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chronicling	  and	  allows	  her	  ‘homodiegetic	  narrators’	  to	  ‘raise	  thorny	  questions	  
about	  their	  own	  society’	  (2006,	  p.	  19).	  	  	  
	   Enabling	  a	  marginal	  character	  to	  ‘raise’	  issues	  with	  the	  historical	  period	  
that	  has	  been	  responsible	  for	  their	  social	  exclusion	  is	  a	  powerful	  point	  to	  make	  
and	  one	  that	  this	  thesis	  raises	  throughout.	  	  Rosario	  Arias’	  ‘Epilogue:	  Female	  
Confinement	  in	  Sarah	  Waters’s	  Neo-­‐Victorian	  Fiction’	  (2009)	  presents	  Waters	  as	  
a	  writer	  who	  ‘reappraises’	  Victorian	  gender	  issues	  (2009,	  p.	  256).	  	  Here	  Arias’	  
assessment	  of	  female	  madness	  enables	  her	  to	  show	  how	  Waters	  dislodges	  the	  
stereotypes	  that	  have	  been	  responsible	  for	  acts	  of	  social	  inequality.	  	  This	  thesis,	  
like	  Costantini	  and	  Arias,	  regards	  the	  foregrounding	  of	  lesbian	  issues	  as	  a	  form	  of	  
ex-­‐centric	  writing,	  whereby	  the	  stories	  of	  the	  lost	  and	  forgotten,	  the	  invisible	  and	  
the	  marginal	  are	  brought	  to	  mainstream	  attention.	  	  Emily	  Jeremiah	  in	  ‘The	  “I”	  
inside	  “her”:	  Queer	  Narration	  in	  Sarah	  Waters’	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  and	  Wesley	  
Stace’s	  Misfortune’	  (2007)	  offers	  a	  similar	  point	  of	  view.	  	  She	  argues	  that	  Waters	  
‘avoids	  consigning	  lesbianism	  to	  a	  space	  outside	  (the	  dominant)	  culture’	  (2007,	  
p.	  137).	  	  In	  a	  similar	  way,	  I	  show	  how	  Waters	  avoids	  accusations	  of	  essentialised	  
lesbian	  experience	  by	  providing	  a	  set	  of	  lesbian	  characters	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  
locations,	  settings	  and	  life	  experiences.	  	  	  
	   Waters	  uses	  her	  historical	  fiction	  as	  a	  way	  to	  reject	  the	  notion	  of	  a	  
collective	  lesbian	  identity.	  	  This	  thesis	  shows	  how	  her	  fiction	  comments	  upon	  the	  
conventional	  cultural	  practice	  of	  regarding	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  as	  a	  moral	  issue.	  	  
Indeed	  the	  opening	  to	  her	  PhD	  thesis	  considers	  this	  aspect	  in	  detail.	  	  She	  says,	  	  
	  ‘[f]or	  as	  long	  as	  'homosexuality'	  has	  been	  available	  for	  meaningful	  deployment,	  
commentators	  have	  understood	  it	  to	  be	  a	  category	  with	  a	  history’	  (1995,	  p	  6).	  	  
Whether	  relating	  to	  male	  or	  female	  sexuality,	  the	  very	  idea	  of	  homosexuality,	  we	  
are	  told	  here	  by	  Waters,	  has	  made	  its	  way	  into	  the	  modern	  consciousness	  as	  a	  
‘category	  with	  a	  history.’	  	  To	  be	  ‘categorised’	  is	  to	  be	  inspected,	  to	  be	  studied,	  to	  
be	  determined	  and	  to	  be	  catalogued,	  it	  is	  not	  to	  be	  valued	  on	  equal	  terms	  
(Waters,	  2000).	  	  To	  be	  ‘categorised’	  is,	  according	  to	  Waters,	  to	  be	  subject	  to	  the	  
debates	  about	  what	  constitutes	  normal	  sexual	  behaviour	  and	  what	  does	  not.	  	  
What	  kind	  of	  sexual	  activity	  is	  deemed	  acceptable	  and	  what	  is	  classed	  as	  deviant?	  	  
In	  other	  words	  to	  be	  a	  ‘category	  with	  a	  history’	  is	  to	  be	  buried	  within	  the	  
historical	  archive	  under	  a	  label	  and	  not	  to	  occupy	  a	  meaningful	  place	  within	  the	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cultural	  and	  historical	  narratives.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  one	  might	  say	  that	  
homosexuality	  has	  been	  shaped	  by	  the	  construction	  of	  history,	  as	  opposed	  to	  
suggesting	  that	  homosexuality	  has	  participated	  in	  the	  processes	  of	  making	  and	  
recording	  history.	  	  In	  light	  of	  this	  position,	  this	  thesis	  examines	  the	  opportunities	  
that	  Waters	  gives	  to	  her	  lesbian	  characters	  in	  order	  to	  contest	  the	  historical	  
narratives	  that	  have	  invalidated	  lesbian	  agency.	  	  
	   Current	  trends	  in	  criticism	  of	  Waters’	  fiction	  place	  her	  within	  the	  discipline	  
of	  neo-­‐Victorianism	  and	  yet,	  this	  feels	  too	  narrow	  and	  constraining	  for	  the	  
variety	  of	  characters	  Waters	  writes	  about	  and	  the	  stories	  she	  tells.	  	  Kaye	  
Mitchell’s	  critical	  study	  Sarah	  Waters	  (2013)	  argues	  a	  similar	  perspective	  in	  
relation	  to	  the	  way	  that	  critics	  have	  been	  quick	  and	  keen	  to	  label	  Waters.	  	  She	  
says	  ‘labels…elide	  or	  cover	  over	  some	  of	  the	  nuance	  and	  skill	  of	  Waters’	  writing’	  
(2013,	  loc	  251).	  	  As	  the	  interdisciplinary	  nature	  of	  this	  thesis	  will	  show,	  the	  
quality	  and	  richness	  of	  Waters’	  work	  is	  evident	  through	  the	  variety	  of	  themes	  
and	  issues	  her	  books	  engage	  with.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Mitchell	  says	  that	  ‘Waters	  
novels	  are	  ripe	  for	  critical	  analysis	  because	  of	  their	  ambitious	  and	  insightful	  use	  
of	  historical	  material	  and	  popular	  genres;	  they	  touch	  on	  themes	  of	  history,	  
memory,	  trauma,	  sexuality,	  gender	  and	  class’	  (2013,	  loc.	  336).	  	  This	  thesis	  
contributes	  towards	  the	  building	  critical	  mass	  of	  studies	  on	  Waters	  and	  like	  
Mitchell	  seeks	  to	  explore	  the	  ‘ambitious	  and	  insightful’	  excursions	  into	  the	  past	  
that	  Waters’	  fiction	  writing	  takes	  whilst	  paying	  close	  attention	  to	  its	  ‘uses’	  in	  the	  
present.	  
	   Claire	  O’Callaghan’s	  ‘The	  Equivocal	  Symbolism	  of	  Pearls	  in	  the	  Novels	  of	  
Sarah	  Waters’	  (2012)	  draws	  attention	  to	  a	  propensity	  within	  the	  academy	  to	  try	  
and	  place	  Waters	  within	  specific	  critical	  frameworks.	  	  She	  says	  that	  ‘pearls	  
demonstrate	  how	  Waters’	  fiction	  negotiates	  between	  lesbian-­‐feminist	  politics	  
and	  queer	  ideologies	  of	  identity	  and	  desire	  and	  resists	  a	  singular	  reading’	  (2012,	  
p.	  20).	  	  For	  O’Callaghan	  the	  trope	  of	  the	  ‘pearl’	  is	  evidently	  the	  interpretative	  
access	  point,	  whereby	  multiplicity	  can	  be	  located	  and	  ‘queer	  ideologies’	  can	  be	  
explored.	  	  This	  thesis	  shares	  a	  similar	  diegetic	  impulse	  to	  examine	  Waters	  
through	  a	  conceit	  of	  queering	  in	  order	  to	  consider	  the	  lesbian-­‐feminist	  
destinations	  in	  her	  work.	  	  Yet	  my	  intention	  is	  also	  to	  provide	  readings	  of	  Waters’	  
oeuvre	  that	  situate	  her	  work	  within	  a	  broader	  context	  of	  queer	  theoretical	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paradigms	  and	  show	  how	  her	  work	  embodies	  the	  multifarious	  nature	  of	  
queerness.	  	  Within	  the	  context	  of	  gay	  politics	  the	  word	  queer	  is	  used	  to	  deprive	  
the	  term	  of	  its	  derogatory	  social	  assignation	  and	  load	  it	  with	  positivity.	  	  The	  
definition	  of	  queer	  used	  in	  this	  thesis	  has	  been	  extended	  to	  also	  include	  aspects	  
of	  unfamiliarity	  and	  strangeness.	  	  Queer	  in	  these	  terms	  is	  applied	  not	  just	  to	  the	  
lesbian	  subjectivity	  that	  Waters	  writes	  about,	  but	  also	  to	  the	  genres	  that	  Waters	  
manipulates.	  	  Chapter	  three	  on	  Romance	  and	  chapter	  four	  on	  Gothic	  both	  offer	  
readings	  that	  present	  alternative	  ways	  of	  viewing	  traditional	  styles	  of	  writing.	  	  
For	  example,	  romance	  has	  a	  tendency	  to	  be	  idealised	  by	  the	  mainstream.	  	  I	  argue	  
in	  chapter	  three	  that	  Waters	  queers	  and	  thus	  renews	  the	  pleasure	  of	  romance	  
reading	  by	  placing	  female	  characters	  at	  the	  centre	  of	  the	  story,	  rather	  than	  as	  a	  
subsidiary	  of	  patriarchal	  exchange.	  	  Similarly,	  I	  argue	  in	  chapter	  four	  that	  the	  
intertextuality	  of	  the	  Gothic	  is	  a	  factor	  in	  the	  queering	  processes	  that	  Waters	  
uses	  in	  order	  to	  transform	  outdated	  ideas	  of	  identity	  and	  heteronormativity.	  	  
Using	  William	  Hughes	  and	  Andrew	  Smith’s	  Queering	  the	  Gothic	  (2009),	  it	  will	  be	  
shown	  how	  the	  Gothic	  provides	  a	  queered	  form	  of	  social	  commentary,	  as	  it	  
naturally	  sits	  on	  the	  borders	  of	  acceptability.	  	  
	   	  
Excavating	  Histories	  from	  Below	  
The	  construction	  of	  history	  is	  a	  concern	  that	  links	  all	  of	  Waters’	  fictions	  together.	  	  
Chapter	  two	  of	  this	  thesis	  demonstrates	  the	  ways	  that	  social	  attitudes	  towards	  
female	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  changed	  during	  the	  Victorian	  era	  to	  account	  for	  the	  new	  
quasi-­‐scientific	  developments	  of	  sexology.	  	  Richard	  Von	  Krafft-­‐Ebing’s	  
Psychopathia	  Sexualis	  (1886)	  and	  Havelock	  Ellis’	  Studies	  in	  the	  Psychology	  of	  Sex	  
shaped	  the	  homosexual	  narrative	  to	  one	  of	  sexual	  deviancy.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  
behaviour	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  was	  much	  more	  likely	  to	  be	  treated	  
as	  symptomatic	  of	  pathological	  dysfunction,	  than	  as	  a	  choice	  of	  desire	  and	  sexual	  
attraction.	  	  By	  1933	  Ellis	  was	  revising	  the	  third	  edition	  to	  account	  for	  ‘sixteen	  
[more]	  new	  histories’	  (preface,	  1933).	  The	  way	  history	  is	  recorded	  is	  then	  an	  
important	  aspect	  to	  the	  social	  reception	  of	  homosexuality	  and	  one	  that	  continued	  
to	  matter	  beyond	  1902.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  chapter	  two	  of	  this	  thesis	  reads	  Waters’	  
fiction	  alongside	  the	  perspective	  of	  social	  philosophers,	  like	  Michel	  Foucault	  in	  
his	  works	  ‘Nietzsche,	  Genealogy	  and	  History’	  (1971)	  in	  Archaeology	  of	  Knowledge	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and	  The	  Will	  to	  Knowledge	  (1976).	  	  The	  History	  from	  Below	  movement	  
attributed	  to	  social	  historian	  E.P	  Thompson	  is	  interpreted	  along	  with	  the	  work	  of	  
cultural	  theorists	  like	  Raymond	  Williams’	  ‘The	  Analysis	  of	  Culture’	  (1961)	  taken	  
from	  The	  Long	  Revolution,	  in	  order	  to	  show	  the	  ways	  that	  knowledge	  has	  been	  
subjugated	  and	  buried	  in	  order	  to	  maintain	  the	  positions	  of	  the	  dominant	  
discourses.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  chapter	  two	  sees	  Waters	  as	  a	  writer	  who	  excavates	  
the	  historical	  and	  cultural	  record	  in	  order	  to	  reveal	  the	  hidden	  histories	  of	  
lesbians.	  	  Her	  writing	  is,	  in	  this	  respect	  an	  act	  of	  archeology,	  as	  opposed	  to	  re-­‐
articulation.	  	  This	  thesis	  suggests	  that	  when	  Waters	  writes	  she	  unpicks	  the	  way	  
knowledge	  is	  reproduced	  in	  order	  to	  unearth	  what	  lies	  beneath	  the	  surface.	  	  	  
	   A	  reading	  of	  Waters’	  PhD	  uncovers	  her	  own	  ideas	  on	  the	  way	  that	  
knowledge	  is	  replicated	  and	  proves	  a	  useful	  insight	  into	  the	  place	  out	  of	  which	  
her	  own	  writing	  emerges.	  	  Of	  this	  she	  says,	  ‘the	  premise	  that	  an	  historical	  fiction	  
tells	  us	  less	  about	  the	  past	  than	  about	  the	  circumstances	  of	  its	  own	  production	  -­‐	  
reveals,	  if	  nothing	  else,	  the	  historiographical	  priorities	  of	  its	  author,	  or	  its	  
author's	  culture’	  (1995).	  	  Here	  Waters	  is	  saying	  that	  in	  order	  to	  locate	  the	  
writing	  priorities	  of	  an	  author	  a	  critic	  need	  look	  no	  further	  than	  the	  writing	  itself.	  	  
The	  ‘circumstances	  of	  its	  own	  production’	  can	  include	  and	  reveal	  the	  authorial	  
intent	  of	  the	  writer.	  This	  perspective	  is	  highly	  relevant	  to	  this	  thesis,	  because	  this	  
has	  been	  its	  purpose,	  to	  locate	  the	  textual	  spaces,	  fissures	  and	  pauses	  in	  Waters’	  
fiction	  where	  a	  viable	  lesbian	  subjectivity	  can	  be	  accessed.	  	  Social	  historian	  
Rebecca	  Jennings	  argues	  that	  ‘lesbian	  history	  has	  frequently	  been	  associated	  
with	  silence,	  invisibility	  and	  denial’	  (2007,	  p.	  xi).	  Lesbianism	  has	  been	  ‘invisible’	  
as	  far	  as	  society	  is	  concerned	  and,	  as	  a	  consequence,	  there	  are	  few	  noteworthy	  
instances	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  within	  the	  social	  and	  historical	  
record	  to	  reference.	  	  As	  Jennings	  says,	  ‘historians	  seeking	  evidence	  of	  women’s	  
lives	  and	  desires	  in	  the	  past	  often	  have	  few	  sources	  on	  which	  to	  draw’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
xii).	  	  
Readers	  like	  Kent	  who	  find	  Waters’	  fiction	  comforting	  attest	  to	  the	  power	  
that	  Waters’	  historical	  fiction	  has.	  	  Reading	  Waters’	  historical	  fiction	  within	  a	  
landscape	  that	  is	  not	  exclusively	  neo-­‐Victorian,	  but	  inclusive	  of	  additional	  critical	  
dimensions,	  like	  queer	  theory,	  black	  feminism,	  working-­‐class	  social	  theory	  and	  
ideas	  of	  textual	  integrity	  and	  authority	  means	  that	  lesbianism	  can	  be	  an	  identity	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that	  is	  simultaneously	  defined	  as	  an	  expression	  of	  a	  broader	  cultural	  praxis.	  	  In	  
this	  regard,	  lesbianism	  becomes	  a	  term	  that	  is	  both	  liberating	  and	  political;	  as	  
Judith	  Roof	  suggests,	  the	  term	  lesbianism	  is	  made	  of	  ‘a	  desirable	  overthrow	  of	  
patriarchal	  (paternal)	  power’	  (1994,	  p.	  53).	  	  This	  thesis	  will	  posit	  that	  Waters’	  
writing	  addresses	  the	  vacuum	  naturally	  created	  by	  issues	  of	  	  ‘silence,	  …and	  









	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
i	  Sarah	  Waters	  was	  interviewed	  in	  2010	  for	  this	  thesis.	  	  One	  of	  her	  main	  
intentions	  as	  a	  writer	  is	  to	  validate	  lesbian	  lived	  existence,	  in	  order	  to	  address	  a	  
deficit	  in	  traditional	  cultural	  narratives	  that	  have	  denied	  lesbians	  a	  meaningful	  
place	  in	  society.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Waters	  exposes	  the	  flaws	  and	  limitations	  of	  
sexology	  and	  other	  forms	  of	  sexual	  classification	  whose	  definition	  of	  same-­‐sex	  
desire	  is	  located	  within	  patriarchal	  structures	  that	  privilege	  male	  sexual	  
assertiveness	  over	  female	  passivity.	  	  Here	  the	  role	  of	  sex	  for	  the	  female	  is	  seen	  as	  
a	  purely	  biological	  function	  of	  child	  bearing.	  	  Any	  modification	  to	  this	  process	  
was	  seen	  as	  an	  aberration	  and	  a	  deviancy.	  	  Richard	  Von	  Krafft-­‐Ebing’s	  
Psychopathia	  Sexualis	  and	  Havelock	  Ellis’	  Studies	  in	  the	  Psychology	  of	  Sex	  
contributed	  towards	  the	  public	  perception	  that	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  is	  a	  biological	  
dysfunction	  rather	  than	  a	  choice	  of	  sexual	  behaviour	  and	  attitude.	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This	  chapter	  will	  argue	  that	  as	  a	  writer	  of	  lesbian	  literature,	  Sarah	  Waters’	  role	  
as	  the	  author	  is	  an	  integral	  part	  of	  the	  reading	  experience.	  	  It	  will	  suggest	  that	  in	  
order	  for	  the	  minority	  existence	  of	  female	  same-­‐sex-­‐desire	  to	  be	  fully	  accessible	  
to	  a	  mainstream	  audience,	  Waters	  acts	  as	  a	  governing	  consciousness	  in	  the	  text.	  	  
In	  this	  way,	  her	  authorial	  presence	  helps	  to	  authenticate	  the	  stories	  of	  working	  
class	  lesbians	  in	  a	  way	  that	  shows	  them	  to	  be	  fully	  participating	  members	  of	  
society.	  	  This	  chapter	  re-­‐thinks	  the	  role	  of	  the	  author	  and	  their	  relationship	  to	  
the	  text	  as	  a	  variation	  of	  Barthes’	  essay	  on	  authorship,	  ‘The	  Death	  of	  the	  Author’	  
(1967).	  	  Though	  Barthes	  advocates	  the	  absence	  of	  the	  author-­‐figure	  from	  the	  
interpretative	  process,	  this	  chapter	  will	  evidence	  how	  the	  presence	  of	  the	  author,	  
as	  an	  extra-­‐textual	  second	  self,	  informs	  meaning	  and	  is	  necessary	  in	  order	  to	  
intervene	  in	  the	  recycling	  of	  the	  certainties	  of	  lesbian	  representation.	  	  In	  this	  
regard,	  though	  this	  chapter	  takes	  a	  slightly	  different	  approach	  towards	  
authorship	  than	  Barthes,	  its	  critical	  perspective	  does	  not	  sit	  in	  complete	  
opposition.	  	  Rather	  this	  chapter’s	  discussion	  on	  authorship	  comes	  from	  a	  slightly	  
different	  point	  of	  view	  on	  account	  of	  the	  development	  of	  queer	  studies	  that	  have	  
come	  about	  since	  Barthes	  first	  wrote	  his	  essay	  in	  1967.	  	  
In	  his	  essay	  ‘What	  is	  an	  Author?’	  (1969),	  written	  as	  a	  response	  to	  Barthes,	  
Foucault	  allows	  us	  to	  draw	  useful	  comparisons	  with	  Barthes’	  position,	  based	  on	  a	  
literary	  criticism	  of	  authorship,	  rather	  than	  a	  socio-­‐historical	  one.	  	  The	  
relationship	  of	  the	  author	  to	  their	  work	  is	  important	  to	  the	  text’s	  cultural	  
reception,	  because	  divorcing	  the	  author	  from	  their	  work,	  as	  suggested	  by	  
Barthes,	  creates	  gaps	  within	  the	  fabric	  of	  meaning.	  	  As	  Foucault	  argues,	  ‘we	  must	  
locate	  the	  space	  left	  empty	  by	  the	  author’s	  disappearance,	  follow	  the	  distribution	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of	  gaps	  and	  breaches,	  and	  watch	  for	  the	  openings	  that	  his	  disappearance	  
uncovers’	  (1969,	  p	  105).	  	  	  The	  ‘gaps’	  that	  Foucault	  refers	  to	  here	  highlight	  the	  
epistemological	  connection	  he	  identifies	  between	  the	  nature	  of	  authorship	  and	  
the	  work	  of	  authorship.	  Barthes	  might	  suggest	  that	  these	  ‘breaches’	  are	  naturally	  
overcome	  and	  occupied	  by	  the	  meaning	  making	  processes	  of	  the	  reader,	  for	  
Foucault	  there	  is	  a	  sense	  that	  this	  division	  is	  not	  as	  clear-­‐cut.	  	  This	  is	  because	  he	  
maintains	  that	  the	  author’s	  name	  is	  a	  ‘proper	  name,’	  a	  designated	  place	  that	  
assembles	  all	  the	  ‘definite	  descriptions’	  that	  reflect	  the	  work	  the	  author	  is	  known	  
for	  (ibid,	  p.	  105).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  author	  is	  part	  of	  a	  system	  of	  relations	  that	  
are	  formed	  from	  what	  Seán	  Burke	  suggests	  is	  a	  ‘prediscursive	  network	  of	  
coherencies	  and	  rules	  of	  formation	  which	  constitutes	  the	  most	  fundamental	  level	  
of	  knowledge’	  (2010,	  p.	  60).	  	  Burke’s	  ‘network	  of	  coherencies’	  is	  made	  from	  all	  
aspects	  of	  discourse	  which	  help	  define	  an	  age,	  constitute	  the	  behaviours,	  
practices	  and	  values	  of	  a	  time	  period	  and	  are	  strictly	  observed.	  	  For	  instance,	  in	  
this	  way	  Waters’	  name	  stands	  not	  only	  for	  the	  fiction	  that	  she	  writes,	  but	  also	  for	  
the	  scholarly	  work	  she	  has	  undertaken,	  the	  political	  engagement	  she	  has	  with	  
the	  LGBT	  community	  and	  the	  public	  appearances	  she	  makes	  which	  have	  helped	  
sculpt	  her	  ‘proper	  name.’	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  her	  membership	  of	  the	  LGBT	  
community	  and	  her	  life	  as	  a	  lesbian	  mean	  that	  she	  is	  also	  subject	  to	  the	  
additional	  ‘networks	  of	  coherencies’	  associated	  with	  the	  social,	  cultural	  and	  
historical	  treatment	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire,	  all	  of	  which	  are	  encountered	  through	  her	  
writing.	  	  This	  means	  that	  the	  stories	  that	  Waters	  tells	  are	  epistemically	  produced,	  
as	  they	  are	  written	  from	  a	  point	  of	  knowledge	  and	  experience	  with	  a	  particular	  
desire	  to	  address	  what	  has	  previously	  been	  ignored.	  	  	  
Similarly,	  readers	  of	  Waters’	  work	  experience	  historical	  change	  in	  terms	  
of	  the	  way	  LGBT	  politics	  have	  ‘breached’	  the	  mainstream	  agenda.	  	  Yet	  the	  
interpretive	  process	  is	  also	  determined	  by	  an	  epistemic	  configuration.	  	  In	  other	  
words,	  while	  there	  is	  interplay	  between	  the	  self	  and	  discursive	  forces,	  
nevertheless	  freethinking	  is	  always	  subject	  to	  exerted	  forces	  (Foucault,	  1966	  and	  
Burke	  2010).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Foucault’s	  perspective	  on	  authorship	  generates	  a	  
broader	  understanding	  of	  the	  role,	  because	  he	  argues	  that	  the	  ‘author’s	  name	  
serves	  to	  characterize	  a	  certain	  mode	  of	  being	  of	  discourse’	  (1966,	  p	  107).	  	  As	  
such,	  the	  notion	  of	  a	  ‘proper	  name’	  applied	  to	  a	  writer	  like	  Waters	  invests	  a	  sense	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of	  gravity	  into	  her	  work	  that	  enables	  her	  to	  exceed	  the	  boundaries	  of	  current	  
literary	  convention	  that	  seeks	  to	  categories	  award	  winning	  storytellers.	  	  This	  
chapter	  intends	  to	  demonstrate	  how	  the	  idea	  of	  the	  ‘proper	  name’	  enables	  
Waters,	  as	  the	  author-­‐figure,	  to	  prompt	  intersectional	  readings	  that	  revisit	  the	  
episteme	  of	  the	  text	  through	  acts	  of	  archaeological	  recovery.	  	  In	  this	  way	  it	  shall	  
be	  maintained	  that	  Waters	  provides	  a	  guiding	  presence	  during	  the	  reading	  
process.	  	  
In	  looking	  at	  Waters’	  work	  through	  the	  notion	  of	  her	  ‘proper	  name’	  this	  
chapter	  is	  able	  to	  demonstrate	  the	  concept	  of	  the	  second	  authorial	  self	  and	  the	  
idea	  that	  Waters	  provides	  a	  governing	  consciousness	  to	  the	  reading	  experience.	  	  
Unlike	  Barthes,	  Foucault	  does	  not	  wish	  to	  assert	  any	  control	  over	  the	  text’s	  
reception.	  	  Indeed	  he	  ends	  his	  essay	  questioning	  the	  logic	  of	  such	  a	  stance,	  
claiming	  that	  it	  matters	  not	  who	  is	  talking.	  	  The	  important	  point	  is	  that	  the	  text	  
has	  a	  certain	  ‘unity’	  to	  it	  and	  it	  is	  the	  author	  who	  brings	  the	  ‘unity’	  into	  focus.	  	  
Foucault	  says	  ‘the	  author	  is	  also	  the	  principle	  of	  a	  certain	  unity	  of	  writing-­‐	  all	  
differences	  having	  to	  be	  resolved,	  at	  least	  in	  part,	  by	  the	  principles	  of	  evolution,	  
maturation,	  or	  influence’	  (ibid,	  p.	  111).	  	  This	  thesis	  is	  concerned	  to	  investigate	  
these	  ‘principles’	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  way	  that	  they	  are	  manifest	  in	  Waters’	  work.	  	  
For	  instance,	  to	  show	  how	  Waters’	  engagement	  with	  the	  LGBT	  community	  has	  
enabled	  her	  to	  ‘evolve’	  the	  discussions	  and	  debates	  around	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  a	  
new	  direction.	  	  Similarly,	  to	  evidence	  how	  Waters’	  stories	  of	  working-­‐class	  
lesbian	  lived	  existence	  validate	  or	  ‘mature’	  the	  historic	  representation	  of	  women	  
who	  love	  women	  for	  the	  reader	  of	  the	  twentieth	  and	  twenty-­‐first	  century.	  	  In	  
addition,	  this	  chapter	  will	  assert	  that	  Waters’	  open	  public	  expressions	  of	  her	  
sexuality	  ‘influence’	  her	  material	  and	  its	  reception	  by	  a	  mainstream	  audience.	  	  
Foucault	  argues	  that	  it	  is	  the	  role	  of	  the	  author-­‐function	  to	  ‘neutalise	  the	  
contradictions’	  that	  may	  emerge	  between	  these	  textual	  principles	  and	  this	  
chapter	  will	  show	  how	  the	  idea	  of	  a	  governing	  consciousness	  assists	  in	  this	  
process	  by	  offering	  ‘new’	  spaces	  for	  meaning-­‐making	  to	  take	  place.	  	  These	  spaces	  
displace	  convention	  and	  thus	  challenge	  any	  sense	  of	  ‘contradiction.’	  	  	  For	  
instance,	  Waters	  addresses	  the	  lack	  of	  a	  lesbian	  literary	  heritage	  by	  writing	  
accessible	  female	  characters	  shown	  to	  perform	  and	  participate	  in	  society	  in	  
meaningful	  ways.	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The	  idea	  of	  heritage	  is	  important	  to	  lesbians	  and	  this	  thesis	  refers	  back	  to	  
Waters’	  PhD	  as	  a	  way	  to	  critically	  frame	  the	  subject	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  
women.	  	  Waters’	  scholarly	  work	  shows	  us	  that	  lesbians	  have	  few	  relatable	  
examples	  to	  compare	  themselves	  with	  from	  the	  past.	  	  For	  example	  Waters	  
identifies	  how	  contemporary	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  has	  been	  reliant	  upon	  iconic,	  
mythologised	  Greek	  examples	  to	  fashion	  its	  sense	  of	  self.	  	  Chapter	  two	  will	  
advance	  this	  argument	  in	  more	  detail.	  	  However	  here	  it	  will	  be	  proposed	  that	  	  	  
Genette’s	  notion	  of	  the	  paratext	  enables	  us	  to	  demonstrate	  how	  Waters	  has	  built	  
an	  authorial	  presence	  that	  exists	  both	  inside	  and	  outside	  of	  the	  text	  in	  order	  to	  
create	  what	  he	  calls	  elements	  of	  ‘real’	  expression.	  	  Genette’s	  ideas	  of	  spacial	  
occupation	  help	  to	  amplify	  the	  relationship	  between	  author	  and	  text	  which	  
Foucauldian	  principles	  prompt.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  it	  will	  be	  shown	  how	  the	  
relationship	  between	  the	  various	  aspects	  of	  the	  text	  and	  Waters	  helps	  to	  
assemble	  a	  much	  more	  meaningful	  and	  accessible	  representation	  of	  same-­‐sex	  
desire.	  	  Through	  examples	  of	  branding,	  public	  appearance,	  publishing	  
association	  and	  political	  involvement,	  Waters	  self-­‐consciously	  asserts	  her	  
authorial	  authority	  by	  re-­‐asserting	  her	  presence	  within	  and	  without	  the	  text.	  	  	  
Interview	  material	  with	  Waters	  will	  be	  used	  to	  evidence	  the	  way	  Waters	  
sees	  her	  writing	  as	  an	  extension	  of	  herself.	  	  	  This	  will	  be	  used	  to	  suggest	  that	  this	  
extra-­‐textual	  space	  helps	  to	  re-­‐structure	  and	  recover	  lesbian	  history	  in	  order	  to	  
provide	  a	  meaningful	  heritage	  for	  lesbians	  to	  look	  upon.	  	  As	  a	  public	  figure,	  
Waters	  asserts	  her	  lesbian	  identity.	  	  When	  interviewed	  for	  this	  thesis,	  Waters	  
was	  asked	  why	  being	  known	  as	  a	  lesbian	  writer	  is	  important	  to	  her.	  	  She	  
responded	  to	  the	  question	  by	  saying	  that	  ‘in	  lots	  of	  ways,	  my	  writing	  is	  just	  an	  
extension	  of	  my	  own	  lesbian	  identity,	  which	  rests	  on	  a	  long	  involvement	  with	  the	  
lesbian	  and	  gay	  community	  and	  with	  feminist	  politics’	  (2010).	  	  Here	  Waters	  
demonstrates	  a	  clear	  connection	  between	  her	  sense	  of	  self	  and	  her	  ‘lesbian	  
identity.’	  	  For	  example,	  the	  way	  Waters	  claims	  ownership	  of	  this	  distinctive	  
characteristic,	  prefixing	  her	  lesbian	  identity	  with	  the	  words	  ‘my	  own’	  suggests	  
that	  this	  is	  a	  particular	  part	  or	  aspect	  of	  herself	  that	  is	  very	  important	  to	  her.	  	  
Indeed	  she	  says	  that	  her	  ‘lesbian	  identity’	  is	  integral	  to	  who	  she	  is	  as	  a	  writer,	  
claiming	  that	  her	  writing	  is	  ‘an	  extension’	  of	  her	  lesbianism	  (Waters,	  2010).	  	  In	  
this	  same	  statement,	  Waters	  also	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  lesbian	  and	  gay	  cultures	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and	  ‘feminist	  politics’	  that	  have	  influenced	  her	  ‘lesbian	  identity.	  ’	  Waters	  states	  
that	  she	  has	  a	  ‘long	  involvement’	  with	  LGBT	  groups	  and	  ideologies	  and	  therefore	  
shares	  a	  strong	  sense	  of	  community	  and	  culture	  with	  LGBT	  issues	  (ibid).	  The	  
close	  proximity	  that	  Waters	  retains	  to	  her	  subject	  matter	  and	  to	  her	  politics	  will	  
be	  shown	  to	  guide	  the	  critical	  approaches	  to	  her	  fiction.	  	  In	  particular,	  it	  will	  be	  
demonstrated	  how	  culture	  has	  been	  orchestrated	  in	  order	  to	  obscure	  same-­‐sex-­‐
desire	  from	  meaningful	  social	  interaction.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  chapter	  will	  
illustrate	  how	  Waters’	  female	  characters	  disrupt	  the	  essentialised	  images	  of	  
lesbian	  representation	  from	  the	  past.	  	  
This	  chapter	  will	  examine	  Foucault’s	  idea	  of	  textual	  ‘afterlives’	  in	  order	  to	  
further	  understand	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  Waters’	  work	  exposes	  the	  historical	  
subjugation	  of	  knowledge.	  	  Examples	  taken	  from	  book	  reviews	  of	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet	  in	  both	  print	  media	  and	  from	  the	  Internet	  will	  be	  used	  to	  show	  how	  
marginal	  existence	  is	  completely	  imprinted	  by	  the	  recycling	  of	  historical	  
discourses.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  it	  will	  be	  evidenced	  how	  society	  reasserts	  stock	  
images	  of	  lesbianism	  and,	  thus,	  exposes	  through	  these	  social	  attitudes,	  how	  
women	  who	  desire	  other	  women	  are	  culturally	  contained	  by	  their	  sexual	  
practices.	  	  Foucault	  calls	  this	  behaviour	  ‘errors	  of	  truth’	  and	  argues	  that	  
dominant	  ideology	  is	  repeated,	  because	  the	  remoteness	  of	  the	  past	  to	  the	  present	  
is	  concerned	  only	  with	  events	  rather	  than	  with	  people.	  	  Foucault	  maintains	  that	  
‘historians	  …confirm	  our	  belief	  that	  the	  present	  rests	  upon	  profound	  intentions	  
and	  immutable	  necessities’	  (1971,	  p.	  89).	  	  These	  ‘profound	  intentions’	  and	  
‘immutable	  necessities’	  that	  Foucault	  speaks	  of	  here	  identify	  the	  misplaced	  
confidence	  society	  holds	  in	  terms	  of	  its	  normative	  beliefs.	  	  To	  Foucault,	  these	  
dominant	  values	  are	  ‘fragile,’	  what	  he	  calls	  ‘inheritors	  of	  truth,’	  because	  any	  
sense	  of	  cultural	  certainty	  is	  founded	  on	  ‘fragile’	  knowledge	  which	  is	  
subsequently	  shown	  to	  be	  based	  upon	  a	  system	  of	  ‘errors’	  (ibid,	  p.	  82).	  	  	  In	  this	  
regard,	  this	  chapter	  intends	  to	  examine	  Waters’	  fiction	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  
the	  effective.	  	  The	  effective	  history	  is	  unlike	  traditional	  history,	  because,	  as	  
Foucault	  says	  it	  is	  ‘without	  constants’	  (ibid,	  p.	  87).	  	  The	  effective	  naturally	  refuses	  
‘the	  certainty	  of	  absolutes’	  in	  order	  to	  reconcile	  what	  Foucault	  calls	  the	  
‘displacements	  of	  the	  past’	  (ibid,	  pp.	  86-­‐87).	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  identify	  how	  
‘absolutes’	  in	  history	  that	  pertain	  to	  lesbian	  representation,	  such	  as	  definitions	  of	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deviancy	  that	  were	  applied	  during	  the	  knowledge	  revolution	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  
century	  are	  resisted	  by	  Waters	  through	  her	  dynamic	  relationship	  with	  the	  text.	  	  
Her	  authorial	  presence	  provides	  a	  countering	  narrative	  to	  those	  essentialist	  ones	  
that	  stabilise	  the	  ‘rules’	  of	  history	  at	  the	  expense	  of	  those	  ‘displaced	  by	  the	  past.’	  	  	  
Maureen	  Moran	  and	  Terry	  Castle	  provide	  this	  chapter	  with	  the	  social	  
history	  and	  literary	  context	  in	  order	  to	  explore	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  the	  certainty	  of	  
cultural	  knowledge	  has	  been	  a	  factor	  in	  the	  construction	  of	  lesbian	  
representation	  in	  culture.	  	  Castle	  maintains	  that	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  has	  been	  a	  
(constant)	  peripheral	  figure	  in	  literature.	  	  Moran	  explains	  how	  social	  
development	  and	  advancement	  in	  the	  Victorian	  era	  raised	  aspirations	  for	  self-­‐
improvement,	  which	  in	  turn	  led	  to	  a	  fervent	  moral	  conviction.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  
women’s	  bodies	  became	  a	  reserved	  vessel	  because	  of	  their	  childbearing	  capacity.	  	  
Thus	  Moran	  states	  that	  attitudes	  towards	  sexual	  activity	  were	  shaped	  by	  a	  
developing	  social	  and	  moral	  philosophy.	  	  For	  instance,	  the	  working	  classes,	  by	  
virtue	  of	  their	  over-­‐crowded	  living	  conditions,	  were	  deemed	  more	  promiscuous.	  	  
Sharing	  a	  bed	  was	  viewed	  as	  a	  symptom	  of	  latent	  immorality,	  rather	  than	  slum	  
conditions	  and	  poverty.	  	  Moran	  identifies	  how	  sexual	  behaviour	  vexed	  Victorian	  
society	  to	  the	  extent	  that	  any	  conduct	  outside	  of	  natural	  necessity	  was	  in	  want	  of	  
correction.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  this	  chapter	  will	  evoke	  Foucaudian	  ideas	  of	  the	  
effective	  in	  order	  to	  show	  how	  Waters	  re-­‐presents	  working	  class	  lesbian	  lived	  
existence	  in	  alternative	  and	  meaningful	  ways	  that	  are	  not	  confined	  by	  her	  sexed	  
body.	  	  For	  instance,	  it	  will	  be	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  characters	  participate	  in	  roles	  
outside	  of	  social	  expectation.	  	  For	  instance,	  Maud	  becomes	  an	  independent	  
woman,	  Nancy	  a	  socialist	  activist	  and	  Kay	  drives	  an	  ambulance	  during	  the	  war.	  	  
This	  chapter	  will	  argue	  that	  Waters	  uses	  lesbian-­‐figures	  to	  show	  how	  same-­‐sex-­‐
desire	  is	  more	  multi-­‐faceted	  than	  the	  iconic	  Sappho-­‐esque	  representations	  that	  
have	  become	  essentialised	  versions	  maintained	  by	  history.	  	  	  
	  
Textual	  Afterlives	  and	  Vigilant	  Readers	  	  
‘Patterns’	  in	  human	  behaviour	  identify	  the	  way	  institutions	  are	  organised,	  
according	  to	  Raymond	  Williams	  and	  are	  essential	  to	  the	  way	  culture	  is	  envisaged	  
(1961,	  p.	  35).	  	  Williams	  classifies	  culture	  from	  a	  composite	  collection	  of	  three	  
positions,	  which	  he	  calls	  ‘ideal’,	  ‘documentary’	  and	  ‘social’	  (ibid,	  p.	  32).	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Individually,	  these	  processes	  of	  definition	  attempt	  to	  explain	  how	  culture	  is	  
categorized,	  recorded	  and	  experienced.	  	  ‘Ideal’	  perfectionism	  for	  instance	  is	  the	  
‘discovery	  and	  description,	  in	  lives	  and	  works,	  of	  those	  values	  which	  can	  be	  seen	  
to	  compose	  a	  timeless	  order,	  or	  to	  have	  permanent	  reference	  to	  the	  universal	  
human	  condition’	  (ibid,	  p.	  32).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  notion	  of	  the	  ‘ideal’	  pays	  regard	  
to	  ‘values’	  that	  have	  shaped	  the	  ‘universal’	  or	  essential	  human	  condition.	  	  
Williams	  also	  identifies	  a	  ‘timeless’	  quality	  to	  this	  aspect	  of	  culture	  and	  draws	  
attention	  to	  the	  way	  that	  normative	  ideas	  of	  ‘universal	  experiences’	  become	  
lodged	  as	  the	  dominant	  force.	  	  Similarly,	  ‘documentary’	  analysis	  of	  culture	  
produces	  the	  criticisms	  ‘by	  which	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  thought	  and	  experience	  […]	  
are	  described	  and	  valued’	  (ibid,	  p.	  32).	  	  Relating	  to	  ‘language,	  form	  and	  
convention,’	  Williams	  suggests	  that	  defining	  culture	  through	  the	  process	  of	  
documentary	  is	  limited	  like	  ‘idealism’	  to	  a	  process	  of	  recording	  human	  thought	  
and	  activity	  that	  has	  already	  been	  sifted	  through	  a	  value-­‐system	  (ibid,	  p.	  32).	  	  Of	  
this,	  he	  says	  it	  is	  ‘similar	  to	  the	  “ideal”	  analysis,	  the	  discovery	  of	  the	  “best	  that	  has	  
been	  thought	  and	  written”’	  (ibid,	  p.	  32).	  	  While	  the	  ‘ideal’	  and	  ‘documentary’	  
processes	  of	  culture	  are	  used	  by	  Williams	  to	  identify	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  
conventions	  are	  established	  and	  maintained,	  the	  idea	  of	  a	  ‘social’	  definition	  is	  
used	  to	  broaden	  out	  the	  consideration	  of	  culture	  further.	  	  Williams	  states	  that	  the	  
‘social’	  is	  the	  place	  where	  the	  states	  of	  the	  ‘ideal’	  and	  the	  ‘documentary’	  come	  
together	  to	  analyse	  what	  he	  calls	  the	  ‘institutions	  of	  ordinary	  behaviour’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
32).	  	  The	  ‘institutions	  of	  ordinary	  behaviour’	  represent	  the	  values	  that	  are	  both	  
‘implicit	  and	  explicit’	  in	  society	  (Williams,	  ibid,	  p.	  32).	  	  Again,	  traditional	  values	  
are	  reinforced	  through	  the	  ‘social,’	  as	  it	  focuses	  on	  the	  ubiquity	  of	  orthodoxy	  
from	  the	  way	  that	  such	  standards	  ‘implicitly’	  inform	  practices	  and,	  as	  a	  
consequence	  ‘explicitly’	  enforce	  behaviours.	  	  Williams	  exposes	  how	  the	  ‘ideal’	  
and	  the	  ‘documentary’	  maintain	  a	  cultural	  privilege	  and	  eschew	  diversity.	  	  
Similarly,	  the	  ‘social’	  model	  fails	  to	  capture	  the	  experiences	  and	  lived	  existences	  
of	  those	  who	  follow	  ‘other	  definitions’	  of	  culture	  (ibid,	  p.	  32).	  	  Subsequently,	  the	  
three	  categories	  that	  Williams	  sees	  as	  being	  useful	  to	  help	  define	  the	  nature	  of	  
culture	  have	  been	  in	  themselves	  orientated	  towards	  establishing	  and	  
maintaining	  what	  he	  calls	  ‘human	  perfection.’	  	  They	  are	  insufficient	  in	  their	  
scope	  and	  not	  representative	  of	  an	  evolving	  society.	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Williams	  recognises	  the	  in-­‐built	  tension	  within	  cultural	  analysis	  between	  
the	  two	  positions	  of	  what	  he	  calls	  ‘human	  perfection’	  and	  ‘human	  evolution’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  33).	  	  He	  says:	  	  	  
It	  seems	  to	  me	  to	  be	  true	  that	  meanings	  and	  values,	  discovered	  in	  
particular	  societies	  and	  by	  particular	  individuals,	  and	  kept	  alive	  by	  social	  
inheritance	  and	  by	  embodiment	  in	  particular	  kinds	  of	  work,	  have	  proved	  
to	  be	  universal	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  when	  they	  are	  learned,	  in	  any	  particular	  
situation	  they	  can	  contribute	  radically	  to	  the	  growth	  of	  man’s	  powers	  to	  
enrich	  his	  life,	  to	  regulate	  his	  society,	  and	  to	  control	  his	  environment	  
(ibid,	  p.	  33).	  
Here	  Williams	  exposes	  the	  bias	  toward	  the	  pejorative	  social	  order	  of	  ‘man’s	  
power.’	  	  In	  this	  way	  culture	  is	  predicated	  on	  ‘his	  enrichment’,	  ‘his	  society’	  and	  
‘his	  environment’	  in	  order	  to	  ‘grow’,	  ‘regulate’	  and	  ‘control.’	  	  These	  examples	  
highlight	  cultural	  limitations	  made	  available	  to	  women.	  	  	  Yet	  the	  key	  ideas	  of	  
Williams’	  argument	  lie	  in	  his	  careful	  use	  of	  the	  word,	  ‘inheritance’	  which	  can	  be	  
developed	  further	  through	  Foucauldian	  ideas	  of	  genealogy.	  	  Williams	  argues	  that	  
patriarchal	  ideas	  of	  ‘man’s	  power’	  ‘regulate	  and	  control	  his	  environment’	  and	  are	  
perpetuated	  by	  their	  ‘social	  inheritance.’	  	  That	  inherited	  ideas	  are	  unquestioned	  
and	  their	  presence	  from	  one	  generation	  to	  the	  next	  is	  ‘kept	  alive’	  because	  they	  
are	  ‘learned’	  reveals	  the	  habitual	  nature	  of	  culture	  to	  repeat	  and	  replicate	  itself.	  	  	  
Similarly,	  Foucault	  also	  questions	  the	  notion	  of	  moral	  truths,	  but	  he	  turns	  the	  
concept	  of	  ‘inheritance’	  on	  its	  head	  in	  order	  to	  expose	  the	  ‘deviations…the	  
errors…the	  false	  appraisals…faulty	  calculations’	  of	  the	  inherited	  knowledge,	  
behaviour	  and	  practices	  (1971,	  p.	  81).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Foucault	  challenges	  the	  
idea	  that	  culture	  ‘inherits’	  its	  ‘truths’	  and	  uses	  another	  trope	  of	  cultural	  lineage	  
in	  the	  form	  of	  genealogy	  to	  explore	  the	  process.	  	  The	  ideas	  of	  genealogy	  enable	  
Foucault	  to	  conclude	  with	  Williams	  that	  the	  cultural	  destiny	  proposed	  by	  the	  
categories	  of	  ‘ideal,’	  ‘documentary’	  and	  ‘social’	  and	  which	  are	  seen	  as	  inevitable,	  
are	  not	  ‘evolutionary’	  but	  are	  rather	  the	  culmination	  of	  what	  Foucault	  asserts	  to	  
be	  an	  ‘exteriority	  of	  accidents’	  (ibid,	  p.	  81).	  	  In	  this	  way,	  Foucault	  exposes	  how	  
the	  practice	  of	  	  ‘perfectionism’	  subjugates	  knowledge	  in	  order	  to	  maintain	  its	  
own	  power	  structures.	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   Williams	  theorises	  that	  the	  inevitability	  of	  the	  universalising	  of	  cultural	  
practices	  can	  be	  interrupted	  by	  considering	  the	  relationships	  of	  the	  parts	  that	  
make	  up	  society	  as	  a	  whole.	  	  He	  says,	  ‘I	  would	  define	  the	  theory	  of	  culture	  as	  the	  
study	  of	  relationships	  between	  elements	  in	  a	  whole	  way	  of	  life’	  (1961,	  p.	  35).	  	  
Initiating	  a	  ‘study	  of	  elements’	  brings	  into	  focus	  for	  Williams	  the	  patterns	  of	  
human	  interaction	  which	  relate	  to	  all	  aspects	  of	  culture	  and,	  which	  ‘sometimes	  
reveal	  unexpected	  identities	  and	  correspondences	  in	  hitherto	  separately	  
considered	  activities,	  sometimes	  again	  reveal	  discontinuities	  of	  an	  unexpected	  
kind’	  (ibid,	  pp.	  35-­‐36).	  	  Acts	  of	  ‘revelation’	  are	  important	  to	  Williams	  because	  he	  
argues	  that	  it	  is	  almost	  impossible	  to	  record	  and	  know	  everything	  about	  life	  for	  
he	  says,	  ‘certain	  elements,	  it	  seems	  to	  me,	  will	  always	  be	  irrecoverable’	  (ibid.	  p.	  
36).	  	  In	  the	  general	  processes	  by	  which	  human	  activity	  is	  recorded,	  Williams	  
suggests	  that	  it	  is	  inevitable	  that	  some	  aspects	  of	  human	  experience	  will	  be	  lost	  
and	  ‘irrecoverable.’	  	  As	  such	  ‘patterns’	  of	  human	  activity	  ‘reveal’	  examples	  of	  
human	  existence,	  which	  have	  been	  systematically	  lost	  or	  at	  worst	  denied	  by	  the	  
power	  structures	  that	  have	  been	  supported	  by	  the	  processes	  of	  social	  
inheritance	  that	  have	  been	  outlined.	  	  Thus	  the	  route	  to	  recover	  subjugated	  
identities	  can	  begin	  with	  a	  literary	  study	  of	  texts.	  	  This	  is	  because	  texts	  house	  the	  
cultural	  record.	  	  	  Though	  they	  are	  not	  the	  sole	  record	  of	  material	  culture,	  
nevertheless,	  they	  form	  part	  of	  a	  documentary	  analysis,	  which	  Williams	  suggests	  
will	  automatically	  ‘lead	  out	  to	  social	  analysis’	  (ibid,	  p.	  39).	  	  	  Moreover,	  Williams	  
makes	  the	  point	  that	  documentary	  analysis	  maintains	  the	  life	  of	  all	  the	  ‘social’	  
elements	  in	  culture	  and	  will,	  in	  the	  long	  run,	  provide	  a	  general	  level	  of	  analysis	  
that	  will	  promote	  ‘man’s	  general	  evolution’	  rather	  than	  being	  completely	  
accepting	  of	  the	  nature	  of	  perfectionism	  (ibid,	  p.	  40).	  	  
As	  a	  site	  of	  meaning	  making,	  texts	  are	  part	  of	  the	  ‘documentary’	  process	  
and	  provide	  a	  record	  of	  humanity’s	  origins	  and	  moral	  direction.	  	  As	  a	  
consequence,	  textual	  analysis	  of	  all	  forms	  of	  texts,	  imaginative	  and	  factual,	  
occupies	  an	  integral	  place	  within	  the	  understanding	  and	  creation	  of	  social	  norms.	  	  
In	  this	  regard,	  a	  text	  becomes	  a	  repository	  of	  ideas	  concerning	  identity,	  
behaviour	  and	  lived	  existence.	  	  Stuart	  Hall	  argues	  that	  texts	  are	  part	  of	  a	  
‘circulation	  circuit	  or	  loop’	  (1980,	  p.	  123).	  	  Hall	  suggests	  that	  meaning	  is	  
transmitted	  through	  the	  way	  it	  is	  circulated	  and	  through	  its	  association	  with	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other	  forms	  of	  discourse	  or	  texts.	  	  He	  maintains	  that	  the	  ‘message	  exchange’	  is	  
‘sustained	  through	  the	  articulation	  of	  connected	  practices,	  each	  of	  which,	  
however,	  retains	  its	  distinctiveness	  and	  has	  its	  own	  specific	  modality,	  its	  own	  
forms	  and	  conditions	  of	  existence’	  (ibid,	  p.	  123).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  
see	  that	  a	  text	  can	  host	  and	  preserve	  the	  hegemonic	  position	  of	  the	  dominant	  
social	  structures,	  because	  it	  elects	  what	  to	  serve	  and	  what	  to	  ignore.	  	  Such	  types	  
of	  texts	  catalogue	  what	  society	  deems	  to	  be	  acceptable	  and	  denies	  occupancy,	  or	  
space	  to	  what	  is	  perceived	  as	  outside	  of	  the	  boundary	  of	  tradition.	  	  Decisions	  
about	  what	  fulfills	  these	  terms	  of	  orthodox	  ideologies	  are	  divisive	  for	  those	  
whose	  lived	  experience	  runs	  counter	  to	  these	  accepted	  norms.	  	  This	  is	  because	  
society	  uses	  these	  texts	  to	  reinforce	  the	  definition	  of	  ‘normality’	  and	  this	  makes	  
the	  hegemonic	  position	  difficult	  to	  challenge	  and	  over-­‐throw.	  	  	  
However,	  beyond	  a	  categorised	  sequence	  of	  words	  or	  images	  made	  into	  a	  
collection,	  a	  text	  can	  also	  be	  viewed	  as	  an	  artifact	  of	  the	  history	  it	  records.	  	  In	  his	  
essay	  ‘Nietzsche,	  Genealogy,	  History’	  ([1971],	  1984).	  Foucault	  explores	  the	  
relationship	  of	  the	  past	  to	  the	  present	  and	  the	  past	  to	  the	  future	  through	  textual	  
meaning.	  	  Using	  the	  conceit	  of	  archeology	  as	  a	  method	  of	  analysis,	  Foucault	  is	  
usefully	  able	  to	  consider	  the	  stratification	  of	  textual	  meaning,	  as	  he	  gives	  shape	  
and	  form	  to	  the	  processes	  of	  privileging	  one	  set	  of	  ideas	  over	  another.	  	  As	  
Foucault	  ‘excavates	  the	  depth’	  of	  meanings	  housed	  within	  these	  texts,	  areas	  that	  
their	  social	  status	  or	  canonical	  presence	  has	  helped	  keep	  hidden,	  their	  
contemporary	  relevance	  becomes	  more	  apparent.	  	  And,	  as	  a	  consequence,	  
Foucault	  shows	  how	  the	  essentialised	  nature	  of	  cultural	  existence,	  whereby	  lived	  
experience	  is	  standardised,	  means	  that	  there	  is	  a	  constant	  dialogue	  between	  the	  
texts	  of	  the	  past	  with	  the	  meaning	  making	  of	  today,	  as	  they	  perform	  as	  a	  	  
‘predetermined	  form	  on	  all	  [society’s]	  vicissitudes’	  (ibid,	  p.	  81).	  	  In	  response	  it	  is	  
possible	  to	  notice	  that	  what	  society	  takes	  for	  universal	  modes	  of	  existence,	  
Foucault	  unearths	  as	  ‘an	  unstable	  assemblage	  of	  faults,	  fissures,	  and	  
heterogeneous	  layers	  that	  threaten	  the	  fragile	  inheritor	  from	  within	  and	  from	  
underneath’	  (ibid,	  p.	  82).	  	  Foucault	  disturbs	  the	  bedrock	  of	  cultural	  
understanding	  by	  chipping	  away	  at	  the	  social	  rendering	  of	  that	  ‘homogeneous’	  
conformity	  in	  order	  to	  highlight	  the	  flaws	  it	  obscures.	  	  	  As	  such,	  he	  frames	  the	  
notion	  that	  cultural	  memory	  is	  a	  ‘predetermined’	  construction,	  constantly	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informing	  itself	  in	  order	  to	  retain	  its	  dominance,	  by	  visualising	  textual	  meaning	  
as	  a	  relic	  of	  history.	  	  
This	  notion	  that	  a	  text,	  as	  a	  relic	  of	  another	  time,	  exists	  beyond	  and	  
outside	  of	  its	  contemporaneous	  relevance	  is	  perhaps	  one	  way	  to	  determine	  its	  
instability	  and	  challenge	  its	  sense	  of	  authority.	  	  Another	  potentially	  more	  
productive	  way	  is	  to	  conceive	  the	  social	  dominance	  that	  is	  exerted	  by	  this	  artifice	  
of	  truth	  as	  having	  what	  Foucault	  calls	  an	  ‘afterlife.’	  	  Indeed	  this	  idea	  of	  ‘afterlife’	  
is	  key	  to	  understanding	  how	  Foucault	  envisages	  what	  he	  cites	  as	  ‘the	  history	  of	  
an	  error	  we	  call	  truth’	  (ibid,	  p.	  80).	  	  In	  other	  words	  establishing	  the	  cycle	  of	  how	  
narratives	  sustain	  and	  reincarnate	  the	  hegemonic	  position	  shows	  how	  texts	  are	  
both	  the	  product	  of	  and	  the	  producer	  of	  histories.	  	  How	  these	  positions	  impact	  
upon	  the	  individual	  can	  only	  be	  assessed	  when	  done	  with	  a	  body	  that	  is	  ‘totally	  
imprinted	  by	  history	  and	  the	  process	  of	  history’s	  destruction	  of	  the	  body’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
83).	  	  Living	  a	  marginal	  lived	  existence	  is	  an	  example	  of	  someone	  who	  is	  ‘totally	  
imprinted’	  by	  history	  and	  is	  treated	  by	  society	  in	  stock	  terms.	  	  Therefore,	  using	  
Foucault’s	  concept	  of	  textual	  ‘afterlife’	  alongside	  mainstream	  responses	  to	  
Waters’	  fiction	  is	  a	  useful	  way	  to	  see	  how	  she	  challenges	  her	  readers	  to	  re-­‐think	  
the	  place	  of	  the	  individual	  within	  society.	  	  
Take	  for	  instance,	  two	  published	  reviews	  of	  Waters’	  first	  book	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet	  (1998)	  one	  in	  The	  New	  York	  Times	  book	  section	  review	  by	  Miranda	  
Seymour	  entitled	  ‘Siren	  Song’	  (1999)	  and	  another	  by	  Salon’s	  reviewer	  Peter	  
Kurth,	  called	  ‘Tipping	  the	  Velvet’	  (1999).	  	  Both	  of	  these	  mainstream	  media	  
examples	  are	  available	  as	  open	  access,	  online	  news	  and	  entertainment	  sites.	  	  In	  
addition,	  The	  New	  York	  Times	  has	  a	  weekly	  paper	  circulation	  of	  nearly	  two	  
million	  copies	  and	  Salon	  is	  an	  award	  winning	  news	  and	  entertainment	  site.	  	  
Reading	  these	  reviews	  in	  light	  of	  the	  Foucauldian	  notion	  of	  an	  ‘error’	  of	  truth	  
constantly	  re-­‐asserting	  itself	  through	  textual	  space,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  see	  how	  
ideas	  from	  the	  past	  still	  inform	  notions	  of	  identity	  in	  the	  present.	  In	  such	  terms	  it	  
will	  be	  possible	  to	  demonstrate	  how	  both	  these	  articles	  support	  the	  stereotyped	  
image	  of	  a	  hypersexual,	  over	  feminised	  lesbian.	  	  
The	  New	  York	  Times	  begins	  its	  review	  with	  a	  detailed	  examination	  of	  the	  
book	  cover.	  	  In	  this	  example	  two	  naked	  women	  swing	  on	  a	  circus	  trapeze	  looking	  
out	  at	  the	  reader	  and	  the	  reviewer	  uses	  words	  like	  ‘pretty’	  and	  ‘beguiling’	  to	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describe	  the	  appearance	  of	  the	  women	  (1999).	  	  As	  well	  as	  seemingly	  celebrating	  
femininity	  with	  these	  words	  of	  beauty,	  Seymour	  also	  objectifies	  the	  women	  on	  
the	  swing.	  	  This	  is	  because	  she	  fails	  to	  highlight	  the	  playful	  irony	  of	  the	  image	  
that	  is	  being	  set	  up	  with	  the	  accompanying	  circus	  prop.	  	  Seymour	  places	  the	  
readers	  of	  Waters’	  text	  within	  what	  she	  calls	  a	  ‘crowd	  of	  grubby	  spectators’	  
(1999).	  	  Given	  also	  that	  Seymour	  frames	  the	  image	  of	  ‘nonchalant	  curves’	  with	  
the	  narrative	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet’s	  lesbian	  love	  story,	  Seymour’s	  associated	  
imagery	  implies	  that	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  is	  somewhat	  ‘grubby’	  and	  salacious.	  	  This	  
effect	  reduces	  the	  women	  on	  the	  cover	  to	  little	  more	  than	  examples	  of	  inert	  
passivity.	  	  Indeed,	  Seymour	  presents	  the	  women	  and	  their	  bodies	  as	  sex	  objects	  
and,	  in	  the	  process	  empties	  them	  of	  their	  agency.	  	  Seymour	  uses	  cultural	  
stereotypes	  to	  define	  the	  shape	  of	  the	  female	  form	  on	  Waters’	  book	  cover.	  	  
Theorist	  Elizabeth	  Grosz	  remarks	  how	  the	  sexed	  body	  is	  ‘fundamentally’	  
essentialised	  by	  culture	  in	  such	  ways	  (1994,	  p.	  187).	  	  She	  says	  ‘human	  
bodies…[are]	  considered	  universal,	  innate	  [and]	  fundamentally	  nonhistorical’	  
(ibid,	  p.187).	  	  Here	  Grosz	  presents	  the	  sexed	  body	  as	  a	  site	  that	  is	  available	  for	  
cultural	  and	  historical	  assignation.	  	  The	  body	  becomes	  a	  place	  where	  meaning	  is	  
encoded,	  rather	  than	  interpreted.	  	  Its	  ‘universal’	  and	  ‘nonhistorical’	  conditions	  of	  
reception	  demonstrate	  how	  society	  is	  unable	  to	  relate	  to	  the	  sexed	  body	  on	  
account	  of	  its	  subjectivity.	  	  This	  is	  because	  in	  general	  the	  female	  form	  lacks	  any	  
historical	  trajectory,	  or	  acknowledged	  meaningful	  participation	  in	  society.	  	  These	  
repeated	  acts	  of	  denial	  and	  ignorance	  repudiate	  any	  valid	  place	  for	  a	  female	  body	  
within	  the	  historical	  and	  cultural	  records.	  	  Instead	  these	  assignations	  maintain	  
the	  essentialised	  nature	  of	  the	  female	  form.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Grosz	  and	  other	  feminists	  like	  Luce	  Irigaray	  have	  consistently	  argued	  that	  
the	  female	  sexed	  body	  is	  a	  blank	  page	  upon	  which	  are	  inscribed	  ideals	  of	  
tradition,	  cultural	  processes	  and	  limitations	  and	  social	  expectations	  for	  the	  
female	  gender.	  	  As	  Grosz	  says,	  ‘the	  body	  is	  a	  pliable	  entity’	  and	  as	  such,	  it	  is	  right	  
to	  suggest	  that	  woman	  does	  not	  control	  the	  direction	  in	  which	  convention	  bends	  
her	  sexed	  body	  (ibid,	  p.	  187).	  	  Reading	  Seymour’s	  comments	  about	  the	  women	  
on	  the	  cover	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  in	  light	  of	  Grosz’s	  theories	  on	  the	  sexed	  body,	  
highlights	  how	  the	  female	  form	  is	  materially	  associated	  with	  its	  appearance	  and	  
the	  accompaniment	  of	  appeal	  and	  allure.	  	  The	  attention	  to	  the	  degrading	  of	  the	  
	   37	  
female	  body	  by	  Seymour	  is	  maintained	  in	  the	  way	  that	  she	  singles	  out	  the	  
women	  by	  their	  ‘curves’	  and	  ‘beguiling’	  look.	  	  Seymour	  reduces	  these	  women	  to	  
the	  sum	  parts	  of	  their	  sex	  and	  presents	  them	  in	  a	  way	  that	  fulfils	  the	  patriarchal	  
gaze.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Seymour	  chooses	  not	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  book’s	  content	  in	  
any	  other	  manner	  than	  drawing	  down	  on	  the	  sex	  aspect	  of	  lesbian	  desire.	  	  In	  so	  
doing,	  her	  review	  keeps	  current	  the	  notion	  that	  female	  identity	  is	  bound	  by	  
nature	  to	  issues	  of	  sex.	  	  Therefore,	  given	  that	  the	  subjective	  position	  of	  the	  book	  
deals	  with	  the	  historical	  denial	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire,	  Seymour	  dilutes	  the	  political	  
potency	  of	  Waters’	  new	  narrative	  by	  re-­‐asserting	  a	  cultural	  difference	  that	  is	  
directed	  towards	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women.	  	  
Similarly	  sex	  becomes	  the	  main	  focus	  for	  Salon,	  as	  Kurth	  suggests	  that	  
Nancy	  begins	  her	  story	  ‘soaked	  in	  brine	  and	  ends	  it	  soaked	  in	  sex’	  (1999).	  	  Again	  
appealing	  to	  the	  stereotyped	  attitudes	  towards	  lesbian	  lived	  existence,	  Kurth	  
unpacks	  the	  title	  of	  the	  book	  for	  his	  readers	  stating	  	  ‘“Tipping	  the	  Velvet”	  is	  a	  
Victorian	  euphemism	  for	  cunnilingus,	  just	  as	  oysters,	  presumably,	  are	  a	  
metaphor	  for	  what	  Victorians	  called	  a	  woman’s	  “sex”’	  (1999).	  	  Such	  focus	  on	  the	  
Victorian	  era	  immediately	  brings	  to	  mind	  a	  period	  in	  time	  dominated	  by	  
cataloguing	  and	  classifying	  behaviours.	  	  Cultural	  historian	  Rebecca	  Jennings	  
maintains	  that	  during	  this	  time	  sexual	  desire	  between	  women	  came	  sharply	  into	  
focus	  as	  new	  fields	  of	  sexology	  took	  an	  interest	  in	  women’s	  sexed	  bodies	  (2007,	  
p,	  75).	  	  She	  says,	  ‘[t]he	  term	  “sexologist”	  has	  been	  used	  to	  describe	  a	  number	  of	  
doctors	  and	  scholars	  who,	  in	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  and	  early	  twentieth	  centuries,	  
set	  themselves	  up	  as	  experts	  in	  the	  field	  of	  sexuality’	  (ibid,	  p.	  75).	  Sexology,	  
Jennings	  states,	  resolved	  the	  social	  issue	  of	  lesbianism	  by	  claiming	  that	  women	  
who	  loved	  other	  women	  ‘possessed	  a	  masculine	  sexual	  desire’	  (ibid,	  p.	  77).	  	  As	  a	  
consequence,	  lesbians	  were	  socially	  drawn	  as	  inverts.	  	  If,	  in	  general,	  Victorians	  
regarded	  their	  women	  as	  sexually	  passive	  creatures,	  then	  sexology	  endowed	  the	  
figure	  of	  the	  lesbian	  with	  a	  masculine	  sexual	  appetite	  (Jennings,	  2007,	  p.	  77).	  	  
Subsequently,	  the	  Victorian	  era	  cast	  women	  who	  had	  sex	  with	  other	  women	  as	  
‘sexually	  aggressive’	  (ibid,	  p.	  77).	  	  	  Jennings	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  the	  field	  of	  
sexology	  made	  two	  ‘significant	  contributions’	  regarding	  sexual	  behaviour	  (ibid,	  
p.75).	  	  The	  first	  was	  a	  list	  of	  catalogued	  sexual	  practices	  ranging	  from	  
‘homosexuality	  to	  bestiality	  and	  foot	  fetishism’	  (ibid,	  p.	  75).	  	  The	  second	  was	  to	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‘claim	  that	  certain	  types	  of	  people	  would	  perform	  specific	  types	  of	  sexual	  
behaviour’	  (ibid,	  p.	  75).	  	  	  
Despite	  the	  passage	  of	  time,	  there	  are	  reviewers	  of	  Waters’	  fiction	  who	  
still	  excite	  these	  quasi-­‐scientific	  categories.	  	  Kurth	  calls	  to	  mind	  Victorian	  
attitudes	  towards	  women,	  as	  his	  comment	  on	  ‘cunnilingus’	  highlights.	  	  In	  this	  
example	  Kurth	  connects	  the	  whole	  of	  lesbian	  sub-­‐culture	  to	  their	  sexed	  bodies,	  
just	  as	  the	  sexologists	  did,	  because	  he	  ignores	  the	  way	  Waters’	  fiction	  presents	  
lesbian	  lived	  existence	  in	  meaningful	  and	  emotional	  ways.	  	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  a	  
story	  that	  presents	  sexually	  assertive	  women.	  	  Indeed	  to	  tip	  the	  velvet	  is	  a	  
lesbian	  expression	  for	  oral	  sex	  and	  is	  used	  by	  Waters	  to	  evoke	  and	  then	  re-­‐define	  
a	  female	  figure	  that	  society	  is	  still	  fascinated	  and	  unsettled	  by.	  	  Reclaiming	  this	  
term	  helps	  Waters	  respond	  to	  the	  theories	  around	  sexology	  by	  introducing	  
elements	  of	  intimacy	  and	  subjectivity	  that	  are	  left	  out.	  	  When	  Kurth	  purposefully	  
conflates	  the	  term	  ‘cunnilingus’	  with	  the	  metaphor	  of	  the	  oyster	  he	  removes	  the	  
closeness	  of	  sharing	  oral	  sex	  between	  women	  and	  he	  focuses	  on	  the	  functional	  
nature	  of	  their	  anatomical	  parts.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Kruth	  recycles	  the	  women	  in	  
Waters’	  text	  through	  a	  conventional	  set	  of	  readings,	  which	  swing	  between	  the	  
titillating	  heterosexual	  fantasy	  of	  lesbian	  sex	  and	  the	  heteronormative	  idea	  that	  
sex	  between	  two	  women	  is	  unnatural.	  	  In	  contrast,	  Waters	  invites	  reader	  
engagement	  with	  both	  of	  these	  two	  positions	  in	  order	  to	  present	  an	  alternative	  
perspective	  that	  liberates	  same-­‐sex-­‐desire.	  	  One	  might	  say	  that	  where	  Waters	  is	  
deliberately	  suggestive,	  Kruth	  maintains	  a	  value	  judgment	  on	  lesbian	  behaviour.	  	  
Both	  Seymour	  and	  Kruth’s	  reviews	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  fail	  to	  dislodge	  the	  
lesbian	  stereotypes	  so	  often	  repeated.	  	  Kruth	  ignores	  the	  queerness	  of	  the	  oyster.	  	  
As	  a	  creature	  that	  houses	  both	  sexes,	  the	  oyster	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  symbolise	  an	  
evolution	  in	  attitudes	  towards	  sexual	  behaviour.	  	  Yet	  the	  constant	  recycling	  of	  
sexology’s	  narratives	  of	  the	  past	  obfuscates	  the	  future,	  because	  sexology’s	  textual	  
afterlife	  still	  continues	  to	  repeat	  itself.	  	  This	  is	  perpetuated	  by	  the	  abstract	  list	  of	  
female	  body	  parts	  contained	  in	  Kruth’s	  review	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet.	  Nancy’s	  
sexual	  encounters	  are	  channeled	  through	  a	  series	  of	  ‘breasts,	  buttocks,	  pricks,’	  
‘slits’	  and	  ‘arse-­‐holes’	  (Kruth,	  1999).	  	  Within	  the	  context	  of	  Waters’	  novel	  these	  
terms	  are	  more	  loaded	  and	  developed	  than	  they	  appear	  here.	  	  Waters	  gives	  a	  
whole	  body	  of	  work	  to	  the	  expression	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  Taken	  out	  of	  context,	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as	  they	  are	  here	  by	  Kruth,	  they	  appear	  as	  a	  set	  of	  obscenities,	  which	  feeds	  the	  
social	  myth	  that	  homosexuality	  is	  deviant.	  	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Kruth	  registers	  
lesbian	  desire	  as	  a	  series	  of	  sexual	  transactions	  and	  not	  relationships.	  	  	  
Waters	  advances	  attitudes	  towards	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  by	  
using	  an	  extended	  conceit	  of	  the	  oyster	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet.	  	  Chapter	  three	  of	  
this	  thesis	  shows	  the	  effect	  of	  this	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  removes	  the	  privilege	  of	  one	  
sex	  over	  the	  other.	  	  In	  contrast,	  Kruth’s	  late	  twentieth	  century	  review	  of	  Waters’	  
first	  book	  maintains	  a	  widely	  held	  hegemonic	  point	  of	  view	  towards	  lesbianism.	  	  
Outside	  of	  the	  third	  chapter,	  this	  whole	  thesis	  is	  engaged	  with	  showing	  how	  
Waters’	  fiction	  halts	  the	  recycling	  of	  cultural	  scripts,	  like	  the	  ones	  presented	  by	  
Seymour	  and	  Kruth,	  which	  privilege	  heternormativity.	  	  Thus	  one	  might	  argue	  
that	  in	  giving	  her	  first	  novel	  the	  title	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet,	  Waters	  was	  drawing	  
direct	  attention	  to	  her	  motivation	  for	  writing	  historical	  fiction.	  	  Such	  intent	  could	  
be	  seen	  as	  one	  that	  gives	  a	  social	  prominence	  to	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  and,	  in	  turn,	  
announces	  its	  presence	  and	  validates	  its	  existence.	  	  	  
Kruth	  and	  Seymour’s	  reviews	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  provide	  examples	  of	  
Foucault’s	  notion	  of	  textual	  ‘afterlife.’	  	  The	  artifice	  of	  the	  way	  cultural	  discourse	  
is	  constructed	  is	  apparent	  here,	  because	  little	  acknowledgment	  is	  made	  of	  
Waters’	  intention	  as	  a	  writer.	  	  Indeed	  when	  this	  is	  hinted	  at	  Seymour	  makes	  the	  
point	  that	  it	  is	  ‘regrettable’	  that	  Waters	  ‘felt	  the	  need	  to	  press	  her	  political	  
message	  quite	  so	  strenuously	  in	  the	  final	  chapters’	  (1999).	  	  	  In	  their	  treatment	  of	  
the	  female	  body	  and	  same-­‐sex	  desire,	  neither	  are	  these	  two	  reviews	  unusual.	  	  
Three	  years	  later	  in	  2002,	  when	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  was	  adapted	  for	  the	  small	  
screen,	  online	  reviewing	  site	  Rotten	  Tomatoes	  (www.rottentomatoes.com)	  
described	  the	  plot	  as	  ‘an	  unusual	  love	  story.’	  In	  other	  words,	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  
presents	  a	  love	  story	  that	  does	  not	  fulfill	  the	  traditional	  values	  of	  a	  romance	  in	  
the	  usual	  way.	  	  Again,	  chapter	  three	  will	  go	  into	  more	  detailed	  debate	  of	  the	  
ways,	  reasons	  and	  effects	  of	  Waters’	  re-­‐imagining	  of	  the	  romance	  genre	  and	  
chapter	  five	  of	  this	  thesis	  will	  consider	  the	  role	  of	  Davies’	  adaptation	  in	  more	  
detail	  too.	  	  Davies	  was	  criticised	  by	  feminist	  scholars	  for	  his	  treatment	  of	  the	  
lesbian	  figure	  and	  the	  female	  form	  more	  generally.	  	  However,	  chapter	  five	  shows	  
how	  Davies’	  adaptation	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  transtextual	  nature	  of	  the	  
adaptive	  process	  in	  order	  to	  engage	  with	  complex	  negotiations	  of	  the	  body,	  sex	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and	  gender.	  The	  review	  by	  rottentomatoes.com	  seems	  to	  focus	  on	  the	  
relationship	  between	  the	  adaptation	  and	  its	  apparently	  ‘unusual’	  romance.	  	  In	  
this	  provided	  context	  lesbian	  romance	  is	  perceived	  as	  something	  out	  of	  the	  
ordinary,	  as	  it	  is	  situated	  outside	  of	  or	  beyond	  the	  experiences	  of	  the	  ordinary	  or	  
the	  usual.	  	  As	  a	  consequence	  and,	  as	  the	  reviews	  written	  by	  Seymour	  and	  Kruth	  
illustrate,	  the	  emotional	  endeavours	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  are	  often	  
asserted	  through	  a	  model	  of	  deviancy	  which	  flourished	  in	  the	  Victorian	  era.	  	  One	  
might	  argue	  that	  a	  consequence	  of	  setting	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  within	  the	  Victorian	  
period	  is	  that	  it	  illustrates	  the	  currency	  contained	  within	  these	  stereotypes	  and	  
their	  innate	  capacity	  to	  resonate	  and	  influence	  social	  behaviours	  today.	  	  
It	  is	  a	  beneficial	  exercise	  to	  pay	  attention	  to	  society’s	  universal	  modes	  of	  
existence.	  	  The	  way	  that	  they	  replay	  over	  through	  their	  textual	  ‘afterlife’	  is	  a	  
useful	  way	  to	  explore	  the	  cracks	  and	  ‘fissures’	  that	  Foucault	  states	  are	  present	  in	  
the	  production	  of	  cultural	  discourse	  (1971,	  p.82).	  	  To	  be	  vigilant	  as	  a	  reader	  
requires	  to	  a	  greater	  degree	  the	  ability	  to	  stand	  outside	  of	  the	  dominant	  position.	  	  
This	  is	  because	  when	  an	  idea	  is	  repeatedly	  re-­‐asserted	  it	  becomes	  familiar	  and	  
this	  makes	  it	  both	  attractive	  yet	  invisible	  at	  the	  same	  time.	  	  Thus,	  the	  process	  of	  
reaffirming	  cultural	  values	  can	  unwittingly	  maintain	  a	  pejorative	  position.	  This	  
effect	  can	  be	  evidenced	  by	  the	  reviews	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  that	  have	  been	  
critiqued	  here.	  	  Williams’	  analysis	  of	  culture	  underlines	  these	  points	  more	  
pertinently,	  because	  he	  argues	  that	  a	  conscious	  interpretation	  should	  be	  part	  of	  
the	  reworking	  of	  cultural	  ideas.	  	  Otherwise,	  Williams	  warns	  that	  society	  may	  find	  
that,	  ‘we	  are	  using	  the	  work	  in	  a	  particular	  way	  for	  our	  own	  reasons,	  and	  it	  is	  
better	  to	  know	  this	  than	  to	  surrender	  to	  the	  mysticism	  of	  the	  “great	  valuer,	  
Time”’	  (1961,	  p.	  39).	  	  In	  other	  words,	  Williams	  is	  suggesting	  that	  society	  needs	  to	  
be	  actively	  vigilant	  against	  re-­‐appropriating	  outdated	  value	  judgments,	  just	  
because	  it	  represents	  tradition.	  	  Williams’	  point	  here	  about	  the	  ‘great	  valuer,	  
Time’	  is	  very	  relevant	  to	  the	  way	  that	  the	  reviewers	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  have	  
consistently	  focused	  on	  the	  Victorian	  era	  above	  all	  other	  available	  meanings	  and	  
interpretations	  to	  be	  generated	  by	  Waters’	  work.	  This	  is	  because	  the	  citing	  of	  
Victoriana	  can	  act	  as	  a	  veil	  for	  contemporary	  society’s	  ill	  at	  ease	  relationship	  
with	  homosexuality.	  	  Foucault’s	  essay	  ‘The	  Repressive	  Hypothesis’	  (1976)	  argues	  
this	  point.	  	  He	  says	  that	  as	  culture	  moves	  forward	  in	  time	  and	  witnesses	  the	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proliferation	  of	  different	  methods	  of	  pleasure	  and	  sexual	  difference	  it	  has	  
become	  more	  prudish,	  uncomfortable	  and	  controlling	  in	  its	  relationship	  with	  sex.	  	  
He	  says:	  	  
never	  have	  there	  existed	  more	  centers	  of	  power;	  never	  more	  attention	  
manifested	  and	  verbalized;	  never	  more	  circular	  contacts	  and	  linkages;	  
never	  more	  sites	  where	  intensities	  and	  pleasures	  and	  the	  persistency	  of	  
power	  catch	  hold,	  only	  to	  spread	  elsewhere	  (1976,	  p	  49).	  	  	  
Here	  Foucault	  connects	  expanding	  ‘centers	  of	  power’	  with	  the	  proliferation	  of	  
methods	  of	  sexual	  expression,	  such	  as	  ‘verbalizing’	  ‘contacts	  and	  linkages’	  and	  
‘sites	  of	  intensities.’	  	  Any	  additional	  modes	  of	  practices	  that	  become	  available	  for	  
the	  exploration	  of	  ‘pleasures’	  are	  matched	  by	  the	  adaptability	  of	  power	  
structures	  to	  not	  only	  ‘catch	  hold’	  but	  to	  also	  ‘spread	  elsewhere.’	  	  As	  such,	  
Seymour,	  Kruth	  and	  rottontomatoes.com	  all	  project	  a	  cultural	  incapacity	  to	  
accept	  sexual	  difference,	  even	  though	  they	  have	  each	  had	  the	  benefit	  of	  living	  in	  a	  
much	  more	  diverse	  and	  sexually	  open	  society.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  the	  ‘centres	  of	  
power’	  continue	  to	  exert	  control	  and	  dominate	  the	  shape	  of	  society	  and	  the	  way	  
that	  it	  relates	  to	  itself	  and	  culture.	  
	   The	  position	  that	  Williams	  and	  Foucault	  occupy	  in	  terms	  of	  social	  
paradigms	  highlights	  an	  inherent	  threat	  towards	  unaccepted	  versions	  of	  cultural	  
knowledge	  that	  are	  suppressed	  by	  the	  ‘centres	  of	  power.’	  	  They	  suggest	  that	  the	  
status	  quo	  is	  maintained	  at	  the	  expense	  of	  the	  uncertainty	  that	  comes	  with	  
challenge	  and	  change.	  	  Williams’	  three	  categories	  of	  culture	  highlight	  how	  
difficult	  it	  is	  to	  test	  mainstream	  opinion,	  when	  the	  media	  that	  society	  engages	  
with,	  particularly	  through	  participatory	  acts	  like	  reading,	  for	  instance,	  
perpetuate	  dominant	  views.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  role	  of	  the	  reader	  and	  their	  
relationship	  with	  the	  text	  is	  relevant.	  	  Current	  accepted	  views	  on	  the	  rapport	  
between	  reader	  and	  text	  follow	  a	  Barthesian	  model,	  which	  maintains	  that	  the	  
Author	  is	  ‘conceived	  as	  the	  past	  of	  his	  own	  book’	  (Barthes,	  1967,	  p.	  4).	  	  Barthes	  
says,	  ‘he	  [the	  author]	  pre-­‐exists	  it,	  thinks,	  suffers,	  lives	  for	  it;	  he	  maintains	  with	  
his	  work	  the	  same	  relation	  of	  antecedence	  a	  father	  maintains	  with	  his	  child’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  While	  Barthes	  is	  setting	  the	  author	  up	  here	  as	  a	  noble,	  almost	  tragic	  
figure	  who	  lovingly	  nurtures	  and	  ‘suffers’	  for	  his	  artistry	  of	  writing,	  there	  is	  also	  
a	  sense	  being	  conveyed	  that	  this	  ennobling	  of	  the	  writing	  process	  is	  outmoded	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and	  of	  the	  past.	  	  Barthes’	  description	  of	  the	  author	  as	  ‘pre-­‐existing’	  and	  
‘conceived	  as	  past’	  draws	  attention	  to	  what	  he	  sees	  as	  an	  outdated	  relationship	  
between	  authorship	  and	  the	  construction	  of	  meaning.	  	  This	  is	  further	  
underscored	  by	  Barthes’	  use	  of	  the	  parent-­‐child	  metaphor,	  as	  the	  child	  (the	  piece	  
of	  literature)	  represents	  the	  future	  and	  the	  parent	  (the	  author)	  the	  ideals	  of	  the	  
past,	  the	  source	  of	  the	  text	  and	  origin	  of	  meaning.	  	  The	  ‘antecedence’	  of	  what	  has	  
gone	  before	  is	  Barthes’	  way	  of	  drawing	  attention	  to	  what	  he	  sees	  as	  a	  folly	  to	  
place	  the	  author-­‐figure	  within	  the	  meaning-­‐making	  and	  interpretative	  processes.	  	  
For	  he	  asserts	  that	  to	  ‘impose’	  the	  Author	  on	  the	  text	  is	  to	  create	  a	  ‘stop	  clause’	  
and	  to	  ‘furnish	  it	  with	  a	  final	  signification’	  (ibid,	  p.	  5).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Barthes	  
clearly	  sees	  that	  including	  the	  Author	  in	  the	  interpretative	  process	  has	  
significant	  limitations.	  
	  
Re-­Figuring	  the	  Role	  of	  the	  Author	  	  
Barthes’	  concepts	  of	  authorship	  and	  reading	  in	  ‘The	  Death	  of	  the	  Author’	  (1967)	  
are	  complicated	  by	  the	  knowledge	  that	  culture	  is	  more	  likely	  to	  recycle	  a	  set	  of	  
prescribed	  cultural	  codes,	  than	  it	  is	  to	  attempt	  to	  evolve	  new	  ones.	  	  Of	  this	  he	  
says	  that	  the	  ‘true	  locus	  of	  writing	  is	  reading’	  and	  thus,	  the	  meaning	  making	  
resides	  with	  the	  ‘reading’	  process	  and	  not	  the	  writing	  (ibid,	  p.	  5).	  	  In	  many	  
respects	  the	  circularity	  of	  the	  cultural	  processes	  that	  Williams	  and	  Foucault	  
speak	  of	  suggests	  that	  mainstream	  readers	  are	  less	  capable	  of	  constructing	  
meaning	  beyond	  what	  is	  familiar	  to	  them	  (already	  recycled).	  	  This	  is	  because	  
tradition,	  within	  which	  exists	  the	  mainstream,	  is	  dominated	  by	  the	  ubiquity	  of	  
cultural	  codes	  of	  existence.	  	  Barthes’	  essay	  does	  not	  guard	  against	  a	  passive	  
reader	  for	  instance,	  who	  is	  not	  observant	  of	  their	  inculcated	  position,	  or	  aware	  of	  
the	  positionality	  of	  the	  subject	  material.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  an	  issue	  of	  reader	  
unreliability	  is	  inevitable	  and	  can	  become	  problematic	  when	  trying	  to	  re-­‐present	  
marginalised	  lived	  existence.	  	  For	  example,	  Waters	  writes	  about	  life	  outside	  of	  
convention	  and	  so	  Barthes’	  assertion	  that	  the	  author’s	  function	  towards	  a	  text	  
becomes	  ‘quite	  useless’	  inadvertently	  continues	  to	  place	  minority	  subject	  matter	  
outside	  of	  the	  mainstream	  (ibid,	  p.	  5).	  	  So	  little	  has	  been	  previously	  written	  about	  
working	  class	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  that	  the	  cultural	  records	  have	  been	  left	  with	  
gaps	  in	  their	  knowledge.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  without	  Waters’	  influence	  on	  the	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text,	  it	  is	  quite	  possible	  to	  suggest	  that	  lesbian	  sub-­‐culture	  remains	  in	  danger	  of	  
occupying	  a	  peripheral	  space,	  because	  not	  every	  reader	  will	  have	  sufficient	  
knowledge	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  Therefore,	  the	  relationship	  between	  the	  author	  
and	  the	  text	  performs	  a	  necessary	  part	  in	  the	  interpretive	  processes.	  	  	  
That	  the	  author	  should	  have	  no	  bearing	  upon	  their	  work	  in	  the	  way	  that	  
Barthes	  envisages	  poses	  a	  challenge	  for	  a	  writer	  like	  Waters.	  	  Her	  popularity	  as	  
an	  author	  has	  intensified	  and	  this	  rise	  in	  profile	  brings	  new	  mainstream	  readers	  
to	  Waters’	  work.	  	  	  Therefore,	  authenticating	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  for	  conventional	  
readers	  accustomed	  to	  inhabiting	  a	  cultural	  void	  around	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  can	  be	  
tricky,	  especially	  when	  the	  mainstream	  habitually	  sees	  lesbianism	  as	  an	  
unnatural	  deviancy.	  	  Though	  Waters’	  stories	  counter	  these	  points	  of	  view,	  
nevertheless	  taken	  out	  of	  a	  political	  context,	  it	  is	  possible	  that	  her	  writing	  plays	  
into	  such	  public	  bias.	  	  This	  has	  already	  been	  shown	  through	  the	  reviews	  offered	  
by	  journalists	  like	  Kruth.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Waters’	  public	  profile	  compensates	  
for	  any	  eventuality	  in	  this	  direction.	  	  She	  is	  as	  vocal	  about	  her	  gender	  politics	  as	  
is	  possible,	  appearing	  at	  book	  festivals,	  writing	  scholarly	  articles	  and	  providing	  
press	  interviews.	  	  Indeed,	  she	  believes	  the	  word	  lesbian	  cannot	  be	  over-­‐stated	  
(Waters,	  2002).	  	  In	  addition,	  there	  is	  no	  secret	  around	  Waters’	  sexuality,	  which	  is	  
aligned	  with	  the	  LGBT	  movement	  and	  her	  often	  referred	  to	  doctoral	  thesis	  
identified	  for	  her	  the	  gaps	  that	  exist	  within	  the	  cultural	  heritage	  of	  same-­‐sex	  
desire	  (1995).	  	  To	  this	  extent,	  Waters	  has	  made	  a	  point	  of	  clearly	  demonstrating	  
the	  ambition	  of	  her	  work:	  to	  write	  about	  women	  who	  desire	  other	  women	  and	  
present	  them	  in	  a	  meaningful	  way	  in	  order	  to	  provide	  the	  lesbian	  community	  
with	  a	  space	  where	  a	  more	  realistic	  version	  of	  their	  cultural	  heritage	  can	  exist.	  	  
In	  this	  respect,	  Waters’	  authorial	  subjectivity	  acts	  as	  an	  additional	  point	  of	  
reference	  for	  meaning	  making.	  	  For	  readers	  involved	  with	  lesbian	  sub-­‐culture,	  
Waters’	  persona	  and	  writing	  visibly	  endorse	  a	  way	  of	  life	  that	  has	  been	  
systematically	  hidden	  and	  denied	  by	  institutions	  of	  power.	  	  For	  others	  who	  are	  
unfamiliar	  with	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  beyond	  its	  socially	  prescribed	  position,	  Waters	  
offers	  a	  guiding	  presence	  into	  an	  alternative	  gendered	  landscape.	  	  
Ideas	  of	  authorial	  subjectivity	  underpin	  this	  thesis,	  but	  this	  premise	  is	  not	  
meant	  to	  dismantle	  the	  theoretical	  stance	  of	  ‘The	  Death	  of	  the	  Author’	  (1967).	  	  
Here	  Waters	  is	  considered	  as	  an	  auteur	  and	  author	  and	  this	  requires	  an	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extension	  of	  Barthes’	  assertions,	  because	  any	  suggestion	  of	  authorial	  death	  
carries	  with	  it	  a	  natural	  loss	  of	  subjectivity.	  	  Seán	  Burke	  deals	  with	  this	  paradox	  
in	  his	  text	  The	  Death	  and	  Return	  of	  the	  Author	  (2008).	  	  Burke	  argues	  that	  when	  
Barthes	  declared	  the	  death	  of	  the	  author	  he	  did	  not	  adequately	  deal	  with	  the	  
concept	  of	  subjectivity	  and	  thus	  left	  the	  role	  of	  the	  author	  as	  a	  ‘sustained	  source	  
of	  deep	  controversy’	  (ibid).	  	  Scholars,	  Burke	  maintains,	  have	  failed	  to	  ‘rigorously	  
interrogate’	  the	  debates	  that	  emerged	  out	  of	  Barthes’	  predications	  and	  thus	  the	  
complexity	  of	  the	  ‘author-­‐question’	  has	  been	  lost	  to	  what	  he	  cites	  as	  a	  
‘perpetuation	  of	  a	  divide’	  (ibid).	  	  The	  ‘divide’	  being	  that	  to	  connect	  the	  author	  to	  
meaning	  is	  to	  evoke	  an	  intentional	  fallacy	  and	  thus	  close	  down	  the	  interpretive	  
processes.	  	  	  Waters	  provides	  an	  ideal	  opportunity	  to	  intervene	  in	  these	  
discussions	  around	  the	  ‘divide’	  precisely	  because	  she	  is	  so	  overtly	  connected	  to	  
the	  writing	  and	  reading	  process.	  	  Here	  the	  Author-­‐role	  is	  inclusive	  of	  her	  public	  
and	  political	  sides	  and	  Waters’	  writing	  becomes	  an	  extension	  of	  who	  she	  is.	  	  This	  
aspect	  of	  herself	  is	  discussed	  in	  her	  interview	  for	  this	  thesis	  where	  she	  claims	  
that	  she	  writes	  from	  a	  ‘different’	  and	  intuitive	  side	  of	  her	  brain	  (Waters,	  2010).	  	  
It	  is	  this	  self-­‐reflexive,	  ‘intuitive’	  side,	  coupled	  with	  a	  political	  awareness,	  which,	  I	  
argue,	  can	  provide	  a	  guided	  reading	  experience	  for	  her	  mainstream	  readers	  and	  
introduces	  the	  concept	  of	  the	  authorial	  second	  self.	  	  This	  effect	  on	  the	  text	  does	  
not	  threaten	  it	  with	  autodeconstruction	  of	  meaning,	  because	  it	  is	  not	  being	  
suggested	  here	  that	  Waters’	  authorial	  intention	  is	  the	  totality	  of	  the	  text.	  	  In	  
contrast,	  Waters	  provides	  an	  additional	  textual	  voice	  in	  much	  the	  same	  way	  as	  
Burke	  proposes	  that	  authorial	  intention	  can	  bring	  additional	  ‘stratas’	  to	  the	  text	  
(2008,	  p.	  143).	  	  	  As	  Burke	  says;	  ‘division	  of	  the	  text	  into	  two	  stratas,	  or	  textual	  
voices,	  serves	  to	  steer	  a	  path	  between	  the	  transcendental	  presence	  of	  intention	  
and	  its	  no	  less	  transcendental	  absence,	  it	  simultaneously	  demarcates	  a	  space	  of	  
criticism	  protected	  against	  reappropriation	  for	  either	  author	  or	  text’	  (ibid).	  	  In	  
other	  words,	  even	  with	  ‘transcendental’	  authorial	  presence	  the	  integrity	  of	  the	  
text	  is	  maintained,	  because	  you	  cannot	  control	  the	  text	  through	  its	  ‘absence.’	  	  
Readers	  have	  freedom	  of	  choice	  to	  access	  authorial	  intention,	  or	  steer	  away.	  	  	  	  	  
Barthes’	  theories	  of	  authorship	  and	  writing	  do	  not	  necessarily	  preclude	  
the	  right	  of	  the	  author’s	  existence	  per	  se.	  	  	  He	  leaves	  room	  for	  what	  he	  calls	  a	  
‘major	  task	  in	  the	  discovery	  of	  the	  Author’	  (1967,	  p.	  5).	  	  At	  the	  heart	  of	  Barthes’	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essay	  is	  the	  desire	  to	  make	  it	  critically	  possible	  to	  locate	  new	  textual	  spaces	  of	  
meaning.	  	  Barthes	  makes	  the	  suggestion	  that	  the	  ‘discovery	  of	  the	  Author’	  is	  also	  
part	  of	  the	  process	  of	  revealing	  meaning	  for	  he	  says	  that	  the	  critic	  should	  look	  
‘beneath	  the	  work’	  in	  order	  to	  unearth	  the	  Author	  (ibid,	  p.	  5).	  	  In	  this	  respect	  the	  
Author	  becomes	  part	  of	  the	  liberating	  processes	  that	  help	  refuse	  what	  Barthes	  
calls	  ‘a	  “secret:”	  that	  is,	  an	  ultimate	  meaning	  (ibid,	  p.	  5).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  though	  
the	  Author-­‐figure	  is	  not	  what	  Barthes	  sees	  as	  ‘properly	  revolutionary’	  it	  would	  
seem	  altogether	  possible	  to	  suggest	  that	  Barthes	  imagines	  a	  paratextual	  space	  
for	  an	  authorial	  second	  self,	  whereby	  this	  ‘intuitive’	  aspect	  of	  Waters’	  writing	  
wraps	  around	  the	  text.	  	  Waters	  maintains	  the	  relationship	  between	  her	  fiction	  
and	  her	  ‘authorial	  second	  self’	  to	  the	  benefit	  of	  her	  LGBT	  politics.	  	  This	  is	  because	  
paratextual	  meanings	  proliferate	  beyond	  Waters’	  name	  as	  the	  author.	  	  This	  effect	  
rejects	  the	  idea	  that	  a	  book	  like	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  can	  only	  be	  read	  as	  a	  bodice	  
ripper	  narrative,	  as	  outlined	  in	  the	  reviews	  by	  Kruth	  et	  al.	  	  Reader	  knowledge	  of	  
Waters’	  second	  authorial	  self,	  in	  the	  guise	  of	  her	  other	  roles	  as	  essayist	  and	  
public	  intellectual,	  as	  well	  as	  her	  personal	  involvement	  in	  queer	  politics	  over	  a	  
number	  of	  years,	  interrupts	  mainstream	  readings	  of	  her	  novels.	  	  Moreover,	  the	  
idea	  of	  a	  second	  authorial	  self	  is	  shown	  to	  present	  evolutionary	  potential,	  as	  
Waters	  most	  recent	  début	  in	  2014	  as	  a	  theatre	  scriptwriter	  of	  the	  play	  The	  
Frozen	  Scream	  shows.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  she	  is	  constantly	  reaching	  new	  audiences.	  	  
Each	  one	  of	  these	  areas	  produces	  a	  reading	  that	  Foucault	  deems	  necessary	  in	  
order	  to	  ‘expose	  a	  body	  totally	  imprinted	  by	  history	  and	  the	  process	  of	  history’s	  
destruction	  of	  the	  body’	  (1971,	  p,	  83).	  	  In	  deepening	  and	  expanding	  the	  
‘interpretive	  process’	  in	  this	  way,	  Waters’	  own	  sense	  of	  history	  escapes	  the	  
fissures	  that	  Foucault	  calls	  upon	  readers	  to	  excavate.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  lesbian	  
lived	  existence	  rises	  up	  from	  below	  where	  it	  has	  been	  consistently	  buried	  and	  is	  
brought	  into	  view.	  	  	  	  
One	  of	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters	  unveils	  the	  socially	  invisible	  lesbian	  body	  is	  
by	  applying	  an	  ‘interpretive	  consciousness’	  to	  the	  values	  that	  have	  consistently	  
denied	  a	  voice	  to	  same-­‐sex	  experience.	  	  As	  queer	  theorist	  Terry	  Castle	  points	  out,	  
society	  has	  applied	  a	  heightened	  sense	  of	  anxiety	  to	  female	  sexuality	  and	  women	  
have	  faced	  a	  struggle	  to	  gain	  control	  over	  the	  reproduction	  of	  their	  bodies	  (The	  
Literature	  of	  Lesbianism,	  2003).	  	  Chapter	  two	  of	  this	  thesis	  will	  provide	  more	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detail	  on	  this	  particular	  point.	  	  In	  analysing	  the	  functioning	  of	  culture,	  Williams	  
makes	  it	  clear	  how	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  recycle	  dominant	  cultural	  ideology	  
unknowingly.	  	  He	  says	  that	  cultural	  adherence	  to	  dominant	  discourses	  without	  
what	  he	  calls	  a	  ‘conscious	  interpretation’	  risks	  continued	  marginalisation	  of	  
minority	  groups	  and	  peripheral	  figures	  (1961,	  p.	  39).	  	  Yet,	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  
Williams	  also	  highlights	  how	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  intervene	  in	  this	  repeated	  action	  of	  
recycling	  dominant	  social	  narratives.	  	  He	  says	  that	  applying	  an	  ‘interpretive	  
consciousness’	  in	  the	  direction	  of	  hegemony	  means	  that	  ‘we	  shall	  find,	  in	  some	  
cases,	  that	  we	  are	  keeping	  the	  work	  alive	  because	  it	  is	  a	  genuine	  contribution	  to	  
cultural	  growth’	  (ibid,	  p.	  39).	  	  	  Chapter	  two	  of	  this	  thesis	  will	  discuss	  in	  more	  
detail	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters’	  fiction	  responds	  to	  the	  dominating	  forces	  of	  history,	  
as	  it	  explores	  new	  territories	  of	  meaning	  within	  the	  historical	  narratives.	  	  What	  
is	  being	  discussed	  here	  is	  not	  so	  much	  how	  Waters	  remedies	  the	  historical	  
impositions	  placed	  upon	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  through	  her	  writing,	  but	  how	  such	  
awareness	  presents	  ancillary	  benefits	  for	  the	  reader.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  process	  
of	  the	  second	  authorial	  self	  produces	  cultural	  narratives	  that	  can	  be	  experienced	  
as	  alternatives	  to	  the	  understanding	  of	  knowledge	  traditionally	  accepted.	  	  In	  this	  
way,	  Waters	  and	  her	  readers	  ‘genuinely’	  contribute	  towards	  what	  Williams	  
suggests	  as	  	  ‘genuine…cultural	  growth’	  (ibid,	  p.	  139).	  	  In	  other	  words	  the	  
relationship	  with	  the	  second	  authorial	  self	  authenticates	  the	  subject	  matter.	  
The	  nearness	  of	  the	  mainstream	  to	  embedded	  knowledge	  means	  that	  it	  
will	  inevitably	  find	  it	  difficult	  to	  explore	  alternative	  ways	  of	  life	  unaided.	  	  Its	  
closeness	  to	  the	  reproduction	  of	  meaning	  suggests	  that	  it	  would	  naturally	  be	  
hostile	  towards	  change,	  because	  its	  field	  of	  vision	  is	  saturated	  by	  tradition.	  	  So,	  in	  
essence,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  suggest	  that	  the	  mainstream	  is	  weakened	  by	  the	  
blindness	  with	  which	  it	  is	  afflicted.	  	  This	  is	  perhaps	  why	  Foucault	  refers	  to	  the	  
‘fragile	  inheritors,’	  because	  the	  mainstream’s	  position	  of	  certainty	  is	  only	  upheld	  
through	  ignorance	  and	  thus	  always	  susceptible	  to	  challenge	  (1971,	  p.	  82).	  	  
Foucault’s	  point	  is	  that	  the	  ‘inheritor’	  occupies	  a	  space	  that	  is	  inherently	  
unstable,	  because	  its	  position	  of	  power	  is	  maintained	  only	  as	  long	  as	  the	  
mainstream’s	  view	  remains	  obscured.	  	  Foucault	  emphasises	  this	  vulnerability	  by	  
rotating	  the	  power	  dynamics	  of	  the	  social	  order	  within	  his	  argument.	  	  Here	  he	  
presents	  the	  dominant	  perspective	  as	  the	  one	  that	  remains	  weakest,	  whilst	  the	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dispossessed	  therefore	  can	  only	  gain	  ground	  as	  they	  come	  closer	  to	  the	  surface.	  	  
As	  such,	  the	  threat	  to	  the	  ‘inheritor’	  of	  a	  normative	  system	  comes	  from	  both	  
‘within’	  the	  system	  and	  from	  ‘underneath’	  and	  is	  unseen	  in	  both	  cases	  as	  the	  
mainstream	  is	  blinkered.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Foucault	  calls	  for	  an	  inversion	  of	  the	  
relationships	  between	  ‘traditional	  history	  [with]	  proximity	  and	  distance’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
89).	  	  Here,	  the	  issue	  of	  ‘distance’	  retains	  the	  remoteness	  felt	  by	  marginalised	  
groups,	  because	  they	  are	  never	  close	  enough	  to	  the	  hegemonic	  centre	  to	  count.	  	  
And	  an	  historical	  preference	  towards	  the	  ‘noble’	  and	  the	  ‘profound’	  maintains	  
and	  nourishes	  the	  normative	  values	  of	  traditional	  society	  (Foucault,	  1971,	  p.	  89).	  	  
Therefore,	  Foucauldian	  ideas	  centred	  on	  the	  notion	  of	  distance	  and	  proximity	  are	  
useful,	  because	  they	  bring	  society	  closer	  to	  the	  individual	  in	  order	  to	  consider	  
‘those	  things	  nearest	  to	  it-­‐	  the	  body’	  and	  thus	  reveal	  what	  historical	  ‘distance’	  
obscures	  (ibid,	  p.	  89).	  Here,	  what	  are	  brought	  sharply	  into	  focus	  and	  exposed	  are	  
the	  needs	  of	  the	  many,	  as	  opposed	  to	  the	  want	  of	  the	  few.	  	  In	  other	  words,	  what	  
is	  exposed	  is	  a	  social	  conditioning	  which	  services	  the	  elite	  at	  the	  expense	  of	  
marginalising	  others.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Foucault	  maintains	  that	  ‘periods	  of	  
decadence	  [and]	  lofty	  epochs’	  will	  be	  viewed	  with	  suspicion,	  rather	  than	  
unquestioning	  acceptance	  as	  historical	  truth	  (ibid,	  p.	  89).	  	  This	  means	  that	  
readers	  are	  more	  receptive	  to	  the	  hidden	  histories	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  existence,	  
because	  they	  have	  become	  skeptical	  about	  the	  way	  dominant	  versions	  of	  culture	  
are	  constructed	  and	  maintained.	  	  	  
Waters’	  writing	  intervenes	  in	  the	  seemingly	  flawless	  accounts	  of	  history,	  
because	  she	  presents	  able	  and	  functioning	  lesbians	  in	  a	  historical	  context	  who	  
counter	  their	  conventional	  cultural	  place.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Foucault	  maintains	  that	  
the	  writing	  of	  history	  is	  designed	  to	  serve	  a	  purpose	  and,	  because	  of	  this,	  it	  is	  
crafted	  as	  a	  faultless,	  ‘natural	  process’	  (ibid,	  p.	  88).	  	  In	  response	  to	  this	  blurring	  
or	  ‘dissolving’	  of	  historical	  experience,	  Foucault	  considers	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  
history.	  	  The	  notion	  of	  ‘effective	  history’	  differs,	  Foucault	  maintains,	  from	  
conventional	  history	  because	  it	  is	  unreliable,	  unstable	  and	  ‘without	  constants’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  87).	  	  Whereas	  orthodox	  versions	  of	  history	  have	  provided	  the	  basis	  upon	  
which	  identity	  and	  ‘self-­‐recognition’	  have	  been	  able	  to	  take	  place	  with	  feelings	  of	  
certitude,	  ‘effective	  history’	  seeks	  to	  dismantle	  the	  process	  by	  which	  the	  
construction	  of	  cultural	  discourse	  is	  seen	  as	  a	  linear	  and	  continuous	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development	  (ibid,	  p.	  88).	  	  Foucault	  maintains	  that	  in	  seeking	  to	  establish	  
uncertainty	  in	  this	  way,	  the	  hegemony	  of	  the	  text	  and	  its	  associated	  processes	  
are	  disrupted.	  	  The	  effective	  brings	  about	  a	  severance	  of	  traditional	  
understanding,	  through	  what	  Foucault	  argues	  would	  be	  experienced	  as	  a	  
‘cutting,’	  because	  knowledge	  is	  not	  made	  to	  remain	  static,	  it	  is	  meant	  to	  be	  
constantly	  added	  to,	  spliced,	  divided	  and	  ‘disrupted’	  and	  discontinued	  (ibid,	  p.	  
88).	  	  Of	  this	  he	  says:	  
History	  becomes	  “effective”	  to	  the	  degree	  that	  it	  introduces	  discontinuity	  
into	  our	  very	  being-­‐	  as	  it	  divides	  our	  emotions,	  dramatises	  our	  instincts,	  
multiplies	  our	  body	  and	  sets	  it	  against	  itself.	  	  “Effective”	  history	  deprives	  
the	  self	  of	  the	  reassuring	  stability	  of	  life	  and	  nature,	  and	  it	  will	  not	  permit	  
itself	  to	  be	  transported	  by	  a	  voiceless	  obstinacy	  toward	  a	  millennial	  
ending	  (ibid,	  p.	  88).	  	  	  
As	  a	  consequence,	  the	  logical	  processes	  by	  which	  history	  is	  recorded	  are	  ‘cut’	  
wide	  open	  by	  the	  effective,	  as	  the	  voices	  that	  have	  been	  previously	  smothered	  are	  
aired	  and	  meanings	  become	  ‘multiplied’	  and	  impossible	  to	  tie	  down.	  	  Moreover,	  
the	  qualities	  of	  the	  effective	  are	  ones	  in	  motion,	  as	  their	  effect	  on	  meaning	  is	  one	  
of	  ‘division,’	  ‘dramatics’	  and	  ‘multiples’	  and	  they	  directly	  challenge	  the	  stasis	  of	  a	  
static	  worldview.	  	  In	  other	  words,	  I	  would	  argue	  that	  in	  order	  for	  a	  text	  to	  be	  
effective	  it	  has	  to	  be	  self	  aware	  and	  dynamic,	  resistant	  to	  the	  ‘reassuring	  stability	  
of	  life.’	  	  
	   The	  fiction	  of	  Waters	  is	  both	  self-­‐aware	  and	  dynamic	  and	  is	  
representative	  of	  marginal	  existence	  generally	  not	  documented.	  	  It	  is	  because	  of	  
the	  void	  in	  the	  records	  and	  grand	  narratives	  that	  her	  work	  has	  the	  necessary	  
dynamic	  elements	  to	  enable	  it	  to	  function	  as	  Foucault	  envisages	  an	  effective	  text	  
to	  work.	  	  For	  instance,	  Waters	  has	  made	  it	  clear	  that	  her	  intention	  with	  writing	  is	  
to	  validate	  the	  lives	  of	  lesbians	  and	  to	  show	  them	  actively	  participating	  in	  
society,	  whilst	  at	  the	  same	  time	  being	  seen	  to	  make	  a	  valued	  contribution	  (2010).	  	  
Chapter	  three	  in	  this	  thesis	  highlights	  the	  way	  Waters’	  representation	  of	  the	  
romance	  genre	  shows	  women	  in	  roles	  that	  were	  outside	  of	  their	  allotted	  social	  
place.	  	  Characters	  like	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet’s	  Nancy	  Astley,	  who	  becomes	  actively	  
engaged	  in	  socialist	  politics,	  and	  Maud	  Lilly	  from	  Fingersmith,	  who	  becomes	  an	  
independent	  woman,	  both	  demonstrate	  Waters’	  ability	  to	  draw	  strong-­‐minded	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and	  progressive	  female	  characters	  who	  also	  challenge	  their	  assigned	  gender	  
because	  of	  their	  sexuality.	  	  	  For	  instance,	  when	  the	  final	  duplicity	  is	  uncovered	  in	  
Fingersmith	  and	  Sue	  Trinder	  returns	  to	  the	  home	  of	  her	  birthright,	  she	  
encounters	  Maud	  Lilly	  sitting	  writing	  the	  same	  titillating	  material	  she	  had	  often	  
read	  for	  her	  Uncle	  and	  his	  guests.	  	  Maud’s	  decision	  to	  write	  erotica	  as	  a	  means	  of	  
independence	  transgresses	  the	  lady-­‐like	  behaviour	  applicable	  to	  a	  woman	  of	  her	  
status;	  as	  she	  says,	  ‘“[t]hey	  say	  that	  ladies	  don’t	  write	  such	  things”’	  (2002,	  p.	  
546).	  	  It	  is	  the	  way	  her	  sense	  of	  self	  is	  displayed	  through	  the	  ‘prideful’	  manner	  in	  
which	  she	  questions	  this	  wisdom	  by	  retorting	  to	  Sue	  ‘“Why	  shouldn’t	  I?”’	  that	  
illustrates	  her	  progressive	  nature.	  	  This	  is	  because	  regardless	  of	  her	  Uncle’s	  
abuse,	  Maud’s	  sexuality	  refused	  domestication.	  This	  point	  of	  view	  is	  further	  
highlighted	  by	  the	  effect	  of	  Sue’s	  first	  kiss,	  which	  causes	  Maud	  to	  ‘shake’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
547).	  	  Here	  Maud’s	  ‘shaking’	  is	  infused	  with	  an	  energy	  that	  is	  not	  just	  sparked	  by	  
the	  thrill	  of	  a	  first	  passion.	  	  In	  addition,	  it	  is	  also	  a	  refusal	  to	  be	  identified	  and	  
neatly	  defined	  as	  lady-­‐like.	  	  Her	  ‘shaking’	  figure	  exceeds	  her	  positionality	  and	  
cannot	  be	  pinned	  down	  and	  culturally	  owned,	  as	  one	  would	  expect	  of	  a	  woman	  in	  
her	  position.	  	  Rather,	  the	  random	  effect	  of	  ‘shaking’	  appears	  as	  a	  free-­‐spirited	  
attempt	  to	  escape	  patriarchal	  confinement,	  to	  ‘shake’	  it	  off	  and	  start	  out	  on	  the	  
beginning	  of	  a	  new	  version	  of	  desire.	  	  	  
Similarly,	  women	  like	  Kay	  in	  The	  Night	  Watch	  strike	  a	  visible	  presence	  
within	  the	  construct	  of	  a	  heteronormative	  society.	  	  Following	  a	  bombing,	  Kay	  is	  
one	  of	  the	  first	  on	  the	  scene	  to	  stay	  with	  Helen	  who	  is	  trapped	  in	  her	  flat	  with	  a	  
suspected	  gas	  leak.	  	  Although	  Kay	  reassures	  Helen	  by	  saying	  her	  bravery	  is	  
‘“easier	  [managed]	  out	  in	  the	  fuss,	  […]	  than	  sitting	  home	  listening	  to	  it,”’	  she	  is	  
equally	  scarred	  by	  her	  experiences	  (2006,	  p.	  467).	  	  She	  says	  ‘“	  that	  was	  a	  secret,	  
by	  the	  way,	  about	  it	  being	  easier	  to	  be	  out”’	  (ibid).	  	  The	  ‘secret’	  alluded	  to	  here	  is	  
centred	  on	  the	  idea	  of	  being	  ‘out,’	  about	  being	  a	  visible	  lesbian	  and	  reinforces	  the	  
issue	  of	  being	  in	  plain	  sight,	  which	  is	  a	  motif	  which	  runs	  throughout	  the	  story.	  	  
The	  beginning	  of	  the	  story	  is	  set	  in	  the	  fracture	  of	  post-­‐war	  society.	  	  Kay’s	  day	  is	  
organised	  by	  the	  visits	  of	  the	  sick	  to	  the	  doctor	  who	  owns	  the	  building	  in	  which	  
she	  rents	  an	  attic	  room.	  	  She	  says	  ‘this	  is	  the	  sort	  of	  person	  I	  have	  become:	  a	  person	  
whose	  clocks	  and	  wrist-­watches	  have	  stopped,	  and	  who	  tells	  the	  time,	  instead	  by	  
the	  particular	  kind	  of	  cripple	  arriving	  at	  her	  landlord’s	  door’	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  Kay’s	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sense	  of	  conventional	  timing	  has	  become	  detached	  from	  her	  sense	  of	  self,	  like	  the	  
‘clocks	  and	  wrist-­watches	  [that]	  have	  stopped.’	  	  It	  is	  the	  ‘crooked,’	  the	  ‘wounded’	  
and	  the	  ‘fey’	  that	  denote	  the	  time	  of	  day	  by	  their	  ‘punctuality’	  and	  it	  is	  these	  
socially	  misplaced	  characters	  who	  Kay	  identifies	  with,	  taking	  ‘enjoyment’	  from	  
looking	  out	  for	  them	  (ibid).	  	  Indeed,	  Kay	  sees	  herself	  as	  a	  ‘ghostly’	  figure	  when	  
she	  says	  that	  she	  is	  constantly	  ‘haunting	  the	  attic	  floor	  like	  a	  ghost	  or	  a	  lunatic’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  Shutting	  Kay’s	  sense	  of	  self	  away	  from	  society	  in	  this	  way	  enables	  
Waters	  to	  replicate	  a	  tradition	  of	  literary	  lesbian	  representation,	  whereby	  the	  
spectral	  lesbian	  figure	  is	  separated	  from	  the	  subjective	  lesbian	  self	  (Castle,	  
1993).	  	  The	  association	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  with	  an	  apparitional	  figure	  is,	  
according	  to	  Castle,	  an	  appropriate	  and	  ‘crucial’	  literary	  metaphor	  because	  ‘of	  
the	  threat	  that	  sexual	  love	  between	  women	  inevitably	  poses	  to	  the	  working	  of	  
patriarchal	  arrangement’	  and	  as	  a	  consequence,	  Castle	  argues	  that	  it	  has	  ‘often	  
been	  felt	  necessary	  to	  deny	  carnal	  bravada	  of	  lesbian	  existence’	  (Castle,	  p.	  30).	  	  
To	  ‘deny’	  sexual	  boldness	  or	  ‘bravada’	  is	  to	  make	  a	  distinction	  between	  the	  
desiring	  body	  and	  the	  conditioning	  forces	  of	  society	  of	  the	  self	  and,	  in	  this	  regard,	  
Kay	  is	  shown	  to	  be	  out	  of	  sync	  with	  the	  values	  of	  timely	  convention.	  	  Her	  
occupation	  of	  the	  attic	  space	  aligns	  her	  with	  the	  bodily	  sick	  who	  attend	  the	  
doctors	  below.	  	  Yet	  it	  is	  Kay’s	  ‘ghostly’	  self	  that	  also	  chimes	  with	  these	  self-­‐same	  
‘crippled’	  visitors,	  because	  the	  socially	  enforced	  withholding	  of	  her	  sexuality	  
retards	  who	  Kay	  really	  is.	  	  	  	  	  	  
In	  repeating	  this	  literary	  trope,	  Waters	  is	  showing	  how	  women	  who	  
desire	  other	  women	  are	  socially	  maligned.	  	  Yet,	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  Waters	  is	  also	  
drawing	  attention	  to	  the	  way	  that	  lesbian	  nature	  is	  complex	  compared	  to	  the	  
way	  that	  normative	  society	  traditionally	  views	  it.	  	  In	  demonstrating	  lesbianism	  in	  
terms	  that	  exceed	  social	  understanding,	  Waters	  presents	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  as	  
fulfilling	  and	  authentic.	  	  Such	  positive	  and	  life-­‐affirming	  attributes	  make	  Waters’	  
text	  effective.	  This	  is	  because	  the	  lesbian	  subject	  matter	  in	  her	  books	  liberates	  the	  
female	  form	  through	  a	  range	  of	  visible	  behaviours	  and	  emotions	  that	  contravene	  
conventional	  representation	  of	  womanhood.	  	  For	  instance,	  Waters	  shows	  female	  
agency	  in	  the	  way	  that	  her	  lesbian	  characters	  are	  seen	  to	  live	  emotionally	  
fulfilled	  lives	  with	  each	  other.	  	  Yet	  characters	  like	  Kitty	  Butler	  and	  Diana,	  who	  are	  
not	  romantically	  sustained,	  demonstrate	  emotions	  of	  angst	  and	  greed.	  Even	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though	  their	  lives	  appear	  to	  be	  unfilled,	  nevertheless	  their	  character	  and	  story	  
lines	  make	  them	  more	  noticeable	  and	  holistically	  human	  than	  traditional	  lesbian	  
representations.	  	  Waters	  directly	  contrasts	  her	  characters	  with	  culturally	  
prescribed	  images	  of	  heterosexual	  womanhood,	  as	  she	  provides	  examples	  of	  
women	  occupying	  public	  spaces	  traditionally	  barred	  to	  them.	  	  Nancy,	  for	  
example,	  commands	  the	  intellectual	  space,	  as	  she	  engages	  with	  socialist	  politics.	  
Maud	  takes	  charge	  of	  the	  erotic	  space,	  as	  she	  writes	  pornography	  for	  a	  living	  and	  
Kay	  leads	  the	  safeguarding	  of	  the	  home	  front	  during	  the	  war.	  	  Chapter	  two	  of	  this	  
thesis	  will	  show	  in	  more	  detail	  how	  the	  lesbian	  is	  often	  portrayed	  as	  a	  willowy,	  
shadowy	  character	  without	  any	  substance.	  	  In	  these	  examples	  outlined	  here,	  
Waters	  reframes	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  in	  a	  way	  that	  make	  it	  visible	  and	  fleshed	  out.	  	  
She	  provides	  lesbian	  models	  who	  embrace	  their	  agency	  and	  are	  subject	  to	  the	  
experiences	  of	  a	  sexually	  desiring	  body.	  	  Such	  versions	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  
oppose	  the	  two	  dimensional	  form	  of	  cultural	  existence	  that	  is	  built	  on	  the	  idea	  
that	  women	  who	  desire	  other	  women	  suffer	  from	  a	  sexual	  deficit.	  	  
Waters	  uses	  her	  work	  to	  expose	  elements	  of	  historical	  discourse	  that	  have	  
been	  responsible	  for	  opposing	  the	  social	  inclusion	  of	  lesbians.	  	  Again,	  she	  
achieves	  this	  by	  showing	  her	  work	  to	  be	  effective.	  	  Foucault	  tells	  us	  that	  ‘effective	  
history…shortens	  its	  vision	  to	  those	  things	  nearest	  to	  it	  –	  the	  body,	  the	  nervous	  
system,	  nutrition,	  digestion	  and,	  energies’	  (1971,	  p.	  89).	  	  Here	  Foucault	  makes	  
history	  accountable,	  he	  gives	  it	  a	  form,	  a	  ‘body’	  within	  the	  discourses	  of	  history.	  	  
This	  remakes	  history	  as	  a	  series	  of	  experiences	  and	  existences	  rather	  than	  
events.	  	  It	  makes	  history	  personal	  and	  not	  remote.	  	  As	  Foucault	  says,	  the	  purpose	  
of	  effective	  history	  is	  to	  ‘seize	  the	  various	  perspectives,	  to	  disclose	  dispersions	  
and	  differences’	  (ibid,	  p.	  89).	  	  Effective	  history	  liberates	  subjugated	  territories,	  as	  
‘variety’	  and	  ‘difference’	  come	  into	  close	  proximity	  and	  focus.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  
lesbian	  characters	  that	  Waters	  writes	  and	  the	  lives	  they	  lead	  have	  an	  effective	  
effect	  on	  the	  histories	  of	  female	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  This	  is	  because	  lesbianism	  
becomes	  more	  visible,	  as	  it	  is	  located	  in	  the	  ‘body’	  of	  their	  experiences.	  	  Waters	  
provides	  her	  readers	  with	  the	  opportunity	  to	  experience	  working-­‐class	  lesbian	  
experience	  through	  her	  characterisations	  and	  in	  the	  way	  that	  she	  brings	  their	  
lived	  existence	  to	  life.	  	  This	  ‘effect’	  causes	  readers	  to	  reconsider	  the	  position	  of	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same-­‐sex	  desire	  within	  traditional	  narratives,	  re-­‐evaluating	  lesbianism	  within	  
the	  dominant	  discourses,	  rather	  than	  through	  an	  absence	  of	  their	  marginality.	  	  
As	  a	  period	  in	  time	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  sought	  to	  define	  itself	  in	  terms	  
of	  social	  improvement	  and	  entrepreneurialism.	  	  Though	  chapter	  one	  of	  this	  
thesis	  presents	  a	  more	  extensive	  view,	  it	  is	  worth	  revisiting	  the	  way	  the	  
Victorians	  related	  to	  newly	  emerging	  discoveries.	  	  Maureen	  Moran	  highlights	  
how	  the	  Victorians	  changed	  their	  attitudes	  towards	  ‘the	  body’	  by	  what	  she	  calls	  a	  
‘the	  knowledge	  revolution’	  (2006,	  p.	  58).	  	  She	  maintains	  that	  as	  the	  science	  
community	  used	  new	  discoveries	  to	  define	  and	  refine	  their	  own	  practices,	  more	  
generally	  society	  became	  more	  broadly	  interested	  in	  ‘self	  improvement’	  and	  the	  
impact	  this	  had	  on	  the	  physical	  self	  (Moran,	  2006,	  p.	  58).	  	  Of	  this	  Moran	  says	  that	  
‘science	  promised	  ways	  of	  exerting	  control	  over	  the	  body’s	  wayward	  desires	  and	  
perfecting	  its	  potential	  to	  the	  benefit	  of	  individual	  and	  society	  at	  large’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
58).	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  one	  might	  argue,	  that	  the	  individual	  ‘perfected’	  their	  
sense	  of	  social	  duty	  and	  responsibility,	  culture	  simultaneously	  posited	  the	  idea	  
that	  the	  ‘desiring’	  individual	  was	  in	  need	  of	  correction.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Moran	  
sees	  a	  correlation	  between	  advances	  in	  technology	  and	  science	  and	  their	  impact	  
on	  ideas	  of	  morality	  and	  social	  responsibility	  at	  all	  levels	  of	  society.	  	  For	  instance,	  
Michael	  Mason	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  way	  society	  felt	  that	  the	  over-­‐crowded	  
spaces	  of	  the	  slum	  living	  conditions	  encouraged	  promiscuity	  (1995,	  p.	  342).	  	  The	  
working	  classes	  were	  attracted	  to	  the	  same	  ideals	  of	  self-­‐improvement	  and	  
respectability	  as	  society	  at	  large,	  but	  their	  domestic	  overcrowding	  presented	  a	  
moral	  barrier.	  	  Moran	  maintains	  that	  the	  reason	  for	  this	  is	  because	  society	  held	  a	  
strong	  belief	  that	  ‘individuals	  who	  dressed,	  slept,	  washed	  and	  excreted	  very	  near	  
each	  other	  were	  much	  more	  likely	  to	  have	  sexual	  intercourse	  [with	  each	  other]’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  342).	  	  Victorian	  social	  commentators	  like	  Joseph	  Kay	  for	  instance,	  invited	  
people	  to	  draw	  what	  he	  saw	  as	  obvious	  conclusions	  from	  the	  bed	  and	  bedroom	  
sharing	  that	  were	  an	  unavoidable	  consequence	  of	  working	  class	  over-­‐crowding.	  	  
In	  this	  regard,	  the	  working	  classes	  by	  virtue	  of	  their	  circumstances	  were	  unable	  
to	  attain	  control	  of	  their	  ‘wayward’	  bodies	  and	  so	  society	  saw	  that	  they	  were	  
more	  inclined	  to	  be	  immoral	  as	  a	  group	  of	  people.	  	  	  	  
Waters’	  fiction	  challenges	  the	  idea	  that	  bed	  sharing	  is	  an	  inertly	  
corruptible	  experience,	  because	  for	  her	  protagonists	  sharing	  a	  place	  to	  sleep	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with	  another	  woman	  is	  one	  of	  the	  most	  edifying	  moments	  in	  their	  stories.	  	  The	  
intimacy	  of	  this	  space	  provides	  Waters’	  characters	  with	  the	  opportunity	  to	  
experience	  pleasure	  in	  a	  way	  that	  is	  free	  from	  the	  usual	  cultural	  treatment	  of	  
women.	  	  Chapter	  two	  of	  this	  thesis	  explains	  how	  sexologists	  alike	  described	  
women	  as	  being	  sexually	  passive.	  	  Moreover,	  Moran	  identifies	  how	  the	  Victorian	  
‘knowledge	  revolution’	  expected	  women	  to	  preserve	  their	  health	  ‘especially	  
sexual	  health,	  to	  fulfill	  their	  childbearing	  role’	  (2006,	  p.	  58).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  sex	  
was	  not	  an	  act	  of	  pleasure	  for	  women,	  but	  one	  of	  biological	  duty.	  	  Chapter	  three	  
of	  this	  thesis	  examines	  the	  way	  lesbian	  romance	  undermines	  this	  idea	  of	  an	  
idealised	  female	  body.	  	  Waters	  shows	  how	  lesbian	  romance	  offers	  women	  a	  
sustainable	  romantic	  alternative	  to	  heterosexual	  marriage,	  which	  sees	  the	  female	  
body	  as	  a	  site	  of	  pleasure,	  as	  opposed	  to	  its	  ‘childbearing’	  capacity.	  	  When	  Waters	  
presents	  such	  stories	  of	  same	  sex	  experience,	  she	  interrupts	  the	  privilege	  
reserved	  specifically	  for	  men,	  whereby	  their	  role	  is	  to	  be	  sexually	  active	  and	  
women	  to	  remain	  as	  the	  passive	  other.	  	  Here,	  Waters	  refreshes	  these	  opinions	  by	  
presenting	  lesbians	  as	  active,	  participating	  members	  of	  society.	  	  In	  an	  era	  noted	  
for	  its	  innovation	  and	  social	  expansion,	  the	  added	  dimensions	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  
existence	  deprive	  history	  of	  its	  essentialised	  ‘stability.’	  	  Waters	  brings	  into	  closer	  
focus	  a	  much	  more	  authentic	  version	  of	  social	  history,	  which	  includes	  the	  voice	  
of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  a	  way	  that	  Foucault	  says	  will	  ‘properly	  belong	  to	  us’	  (1971,	  
p.	  92).	  	  
Given	  that	  historical	  representation	  cannot	  be	  relied	  upon	  to	  present	  the	  
palimpsestuous	  nature	  of	  culture,	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  Foucault’s	  notion	  of	  the	  
effective	  undermines	  some	  of	  Barthes’	  theories	  in	  ‘The	  Death	  of	  the	  Author.’	  	  For	  
example,	  Barthes	  asserts	  that	  the	  reader	  is	  responsible	  for	  ‘all	  the	  traces’	  of	  
meaning	  in	  a	  text	  and	  yet	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  advancement	  in	  society	  
continually	  places	  marginal	  existence	  at	  an	  ever	  more	  remote	  distance	  from	  
normative	  experience.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  mainstream	  readers	  need	  to	  be	  aware	  
of	  a	  peripheral	  vision	  in	  order	  to	  fulfill	  the	  charge	  that	  Barthes	  bestows	  on	  them.	  	  	  
In	  this	  regard,	  the	  reader	  benefits	  from	  a	  didactic	  or	  ‘educating’	  author	  like	  
Waters,	  whose	  influence	  through	  a	  second	  authorial	  self	  assists	  the	  reader	  to	  
recover	  lost	  minority	  voices.	  	  	  As	  such,	  rather	  than	  being	  deceased,	  the	  author-­‐
figure	  is	  revived,	  as	  its	  role	  is	  integral	  to	  the	  reading	  process.	  	  Waters’	  public	  self	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and	  her	  engagement	  in	  LGBT	  politics	  give	  her	  a	  platform	  from	  which	  to	  speak	  up	  
for	  lesbians	  who	  have	  been	  denied	  a	  meaningful	  place	  in	  the	  conventional	  
records	  of	  society.	  	  As	  a	  consequence	  of	  this,	  Waters	  is	  able	  to	  orchestrate	  
additional	  interpretations	  for	  her	  readers.	  	  On	  this	  matter,	  Harold	  Bloom	  
maintains	  that	  a	  writer’s	  presence	  within	  the	  text	  becomes	  an	  attenuated	  ‘spot’	  
or	  ‘cross’	  in	  the	  text	  whereby	  the	  writer’s	  desire	  to	  write	  is	  apparent	  (Bloom,	  
1981).	  	  This	  mark,	  he	  suggests,	  is	  a	  sign	  of	  a	  ‘will-­‐	  to-­‐inscribe’	  and	  is	  located	  by	  
the	  reader	  and	  becomes	  a	  place	  where	  increased	  meaning	  making	  can	  occur,	  
because	  the	  reader	  and	  the	  writer	  are	  both	  present	  (ibid,	  p.	  18).	  	  	  Bloom’s	  point	  
here	  is	  that	  the	  reader	  is	  aware	  of	  the	  author’s	  influence	  and	  seeks	  them	  out	  at	  
certain	  junctures	  through	  the	  ‘spots’	  that	  are	  left	  for	  them.	  	  For	  a	  writer	  like	  
Waters	  who	  stated	  for	  this	  thesis	  that	  one	  of	  the	  purposes	  of	  her	  writing	  is	  to	  
create	  a	  viable	  history	  and	  heritage	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  for	  her	  readers,	  this	  
point	  of	  view	  offered	  by	  Bloom	  and	  explored	  by	  this	  thesis	  is	  particularly	  
compelling.	  	  This	  is	  because,	  much	  like	  a	  conductor	  conducting	  a	  concert,	  Waters	  
is	  not	  controlling	  meaning,	  but	  rather	  ventilating	  the	  text	  in	  order	  to	  allow	  its	  
polyvocality	  to	  be	  heard.	  	  Waters	  dissertates	  the	  reading	  experience	  through	  her	  
close	  relationship	  to	  her	  writing	  subject	  matter.	  Her	  authenticity	  as	  a	  lesbian	  
activist	  and	  her	  persona	  as	  a	  public	  academic	  add	  weight	  to	  the	  lost	  voices	  she	  is	  
connecting	  with,	  because	  she	  provides	  a	  credible	  note	  to	  her	  quest	  for	  lesbian	  
heritage.	  	  Waters	  enables	  her	  readers	  to	  reclaim	  the	  marginal	  voices	  that	  have	  
been	  silenced	  by	  tradition	  in	  the	  way	  that	  she	  interacts	  with	  her	  readers,	  both	  as	  
an	  author	  through	  the	  reading	  experience,	  but	  also	  from	  her	  public	  engagements	  
and	  academic	  writing.	  In	  this	  way,	  I	  am	  suggesting	  that	  Waters	  acts	  as	  a	  
governing	  consciousness	  to	  the	  stories	  that	  she	  writes.	  	  
	  	  
A	  ‘Governing	  Consciousness’	  in	  the	  Text	  
The	  idea	  that	  the	  author-­‐figure	  can	  assume	  a	  second	  authorial	  self,	  a	  double	  or	  
indeed	  a	  second-­‐life	  relationship	  with	  their	  writing	  is	  less	  problematic	  than	  
Barthes’	  essay	  on	  the	  author-­‐role	  might	  suggest.	  	  As	  the	  creator	  of	  the	  story,	  
Waters	  is	  also	  the	  mind	  that	  structures,	  navigates	  and	  balances	  all	  of	  the	  various	  
‘texts’	  that	  are	  assimilated	  into	  her	  work	  as	  a	  whole.	  	  During	  her	  interview	  for	  
this	  thesis	  Waters	  states	  that	  ‘I’m	  very	  happy	  to	  let	  echoes	  of	  other	  texts	  creep	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into	  my	  work;	  it	  feels	  entirely	  appropriate’	  (2010).	  	  The	  ‘echoes	  of	  other	  texts’	  
that	  Waters	  speaks	  of	  here	  are	  the	  ones	  that	  she	  is	  responsible	  for	  introducing,	  
as	  author.	  	  For	  instance	  she	  says	  ‘I	  hope	  [my]	  books	  remind	  people	  that	  
homosexuality	  has	  been	  around	  for	  a	  long	  time:	  that	  women	  were	  doing	  lesbian	  
things	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century…It’s	  important	  that	  our	  history	  is	  recognised,	  I	  
think’	  (2010).	  	  In	  order	  for	  Waters	  to	  establish	  a	  lesbian	  ‘history’	  she	  feels	  is	  
appropriate	  she	  has	  to	  guide	  her	  readers.	  	  Indeed	  Waters	  even	  uses	  the	  word	  
‘help’	  when	  talking	  about	  the	  benefit	  of	  the	  widespread	  appeal	  of	  her	  books.	  	  She	  
says	  ‘I	  hope	  it	  helps	  to	  “normalise”	  lesbianism’	  (2010).	  	  Here	  Waters	  uses	  action	  
words	  to	  make	  her	  writing	  objectives	  clear.	  	  She	  states	  that	  a	  purpose	  of	  her	  
books	  is	  to	  ‘remind,’	  ‘help’	  and	  to	  ‘normalise’	  lesbian	  experience	  for	  the	  reader.	  	  
In	  saying	  this	  Waters	  is	  suggesting	  that	  the	  mainstream	  reader	  is	  not	  necessarily	  
able	  to	  achieve	  this	  informative	  position	  by	  themselves,	  because	  of	  the	  way	  that	  
same-­‐sex	  desire	  has	  been	  treated	  by	  culture	  and	  society	  and	  the	  social	  history	  of	  
same-­‐sex	  desire	  supports	  Waters’	  claims	  in	  this	  regard.	  	  The	  institutional	  grand	  
narratives	  of	  culture	  and	  society	  perpetuate	  the	  idea	  that	  lesbians	  are	  unnatural	  
and	  freakish	  and	  thus	  make	  it	  difficult	  to	  challenge	  traditional	  forms	  of	  
knowledge	  when	  ‘lesbian	  things	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century’	  are	  absent	  from	  the	  
record	  and	  from	  common	  knowledge.	  	  As	  such	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  Waters	  
occupies	  a	  position	  somewhat	  like	  a	  governing	  consciousness	  of	  the	  text.	  	  
As	  a	  governing	  consciousness,	  Waters’	  role	  as	  author	  operates	  in	  two	  
distinct	  areas:	  one	  inside	  the	  text	  and	  another	  outside	  of	  her	  work;	  both	  of	  which	  
convey	  a	  sense	  of	  doubling.	  	  External	  to	  the	  text,	  Waters	  is	  the	  one	  who	  is	  
publicity	  savvy,	  using	  cross	  media	  platforms	  and	  multi-­‐modal	  ways	  to	  
communicate	  with	  her	  audience.	  	  Within	  the	  text,	  Waters	  takes	  responsibility	  for	  
the	  story.	  	  The	  role	  of	  the	  author	  in	  this	  regard	  serves	  more	  than	  one	  purpose	  in	  
its	  nature.	  Indeed	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  suggest	  that	  in	  order	  for	  one	  authorial	  
presence	  to	  balance	  with	  the	  other,	  Waters	  develops	  a	  ‘second	  self.’	  	  Wayne	  
Booth’s	  book	  The	  Rhetoric	  of	  Fiction	  explains	  this	  concept	  further.	  	  He	  says,	  ‘[as	  a	  
writer	  writes]	  he	  [or	  she]	  creates	  not	  simply	  an	  ideal,	  impersonal	  “man	  in	  
general”,	  but	  an	  implied	  version	  of	  “himself”’	  (1991,	  pp.	  70-­‐71).	  	  Here	  Booth	  
argues	  that	  the	  ‘implied	  author’	  of	  each	  novel	  differs	  and	  so	  collectively	  they	  
constitute	  the	  notion	  of	  the	  author’s	  ‘second	  self.’	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  the	  ‘second	  self’	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is	  not	  identical	  to	  the	  real	  author,	  but	  displays	  elements	  of	  the	  real	  author’s	  life	  
and	  values,	  those	  that	  are	  likely	  to	  find	  their	  way	  into	  any	  ‘textual	  self.’	  	  Booth	  
goes	  on,	  ‘[the	  implied	  author	  is	  the	  presence	  in	  the	  work	  of	  the	  person]	  who	  has	  
chosen,	  consciously	  or	  unconsciously…every	  detail,	  every	  quality,	  that	  is	  found	  in	  
the	  work	  or	  implied	  by	  its	  sentences’	  (ibid,	  p.	  429).	  	  In	  other	  words,	  the	  author’s	  
intention	  becomes	  the	  structuring	  principle	  of	  text.	  	  Waters	  governs	  the	  
consciousness	  of	  the	  text	  because	  its	  effective	  nature	  is	  mirrored	  by	  the	  dynamic	  
relationship	  between	  herself	  (as	  the	  author)	  and	  with	  her	  sense	  of	  self	  (agency),	  
as	  outlined	  earlier.	  	  Her	  public	  persona,	  lesbian	  activism	  and	  academic	  writing	  
bring	  additional	  force	  to	  her	  material.	  	  When	  she	  says	  that	  her	  intention	  is	  to	  
speak	  out	  about	  lesbianism	  past	  and	  present	  she	  does	  so	  with	  authority,	  because	  
she	  sees	  herself	  as	  part	  of	  a	  lesbian	  ‘community’	  which	  has	  prompted	  her	  to	  
‘help’	  restore	  a	  positive	  image	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  (2010).	  	  Her	  
sense	  of	  place	  within	  a	  lesbian	  community	  is	  drawn	  from	  politics	  and	  other	  
lesbian	  writers.	  	  She	  says,	  ‘I	  do	  feel	  part	  of	  a	  community	  [of	  lesbian	  culture]	  
though	  our	  work	  is	  very	  different.	  But	  I	  think	  we’re	  all	  sort	  of	  singing	  from	  the	  
same	  song	  sheet,	  because	  we’ve	  come	  from	  the	  same	  lesbian	  cultural	  tradition’	  
(2010).	  	  The	  closeness	  she	  feels	  being	  ‘part	  of	  a	  community’	  who	  all	  channel	  their	  
stories	  from	  the	  same	  direction	  brings	  ‘lesbian	  cultural	  tradition’	  into	  close	  
proximity	  with	  the	  mainstream.	  	  This	  type	  of	  nearness	  and	  visibility	  brings	  about	  
the	  effective	  and	  authenticates	  Waters’	  work.	  	  This	  is	  because	  Foucault	  maintains	  
that	  the	  ‘mechanisms	  of	  power’	  touch	  every	  part	  of	  existence.	  	  He	  says:	  ‘[in]	  
thinking	  of	  the	  mechanisms	  of	  power,	  I	  am	  thinking	  rather	  of	  its	  capillary	  form	  of	  
existence,	  the	  point	  where	  power	  reaches	  into	  the	  very	  grain	  of	  individuals,	  
touches	  their	  bodies	  and	  inserts	  itself	  into	  their	  actions	  and	  attitudes,	  their	  
discourses,	  learning	  processes	  and	  everyday	  lives’	  ([1976],	  1980,	  39).	  In	  these	  
terms,	  Foucault	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  limitless	  access	  that	  power	  has	  over	  the	  
individual,	  as	  control	  is	  felt	  at	  a	  ‘capillary’	  level.	  Where	  power	  is	  not	  directly	  
asserted,	  Foucault	  is	  highlighting	  how	  it	  is	  insinuated	  at	  every	  level	  of	  our	  
‘everyday	  lives’	  in	  order	  to	  manage	  control.	  Therefore,	  power	  is	  established	  and	  
administered	  by	  social	  systems	  that	  interact	  at	  every	  level	  of	  life	  and	  power	  is	  
reliant	  on	  the	  complicity	  and	  the	  ignorance	  of	  the	  mainstream	  to	  maintain	  its	  
dominance.	  Thus,	  if	  the	  notion	  of	  proximity	  is	  important	  to	  the	  distribution	  of	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power,	  as	  the	  laws	  made	  on	  high	  reach	  the	  low	  land	  of	  the	  home,	  one	  might	  
argue	  that	  it	  is	  also	  possible	  to	  distort	  or	  intervene	  in	  the	  ‘mechanism	  of	  power’	  
by	  way	  of	  access	  to	  the	  same	  governing	  principles	  of	  proximity.	  	  In	  other	  words,	  
where	  tradition	  has	  denied	  and	  elided	  lesbian	  culture	  though	  the	  way	  that	  the	  
grand	  narratives	  have	  been	  constructed	  and	  culturally	  absorbed,	  one	  might	  
argue	  that	  Waters’	  second	  authorial	  self	  governs	  the	  consciousness	  of	  the	  text	  in	  
order	  to	  open	  out	  the	  gaps	  within	  traditional	  forms	  of	  representation.	  	  	  
Gérard	  Genette	  refers	  to	  this	  type	  of	  over-­‐layering,	  or	  authorial	  control	  as	  
‘stepping	  inside	  and	  …outside’	  of	  the	  text	  and	  calls	  it	  part	  of	  the	  paratext	  (1997,	  
p.	  2).	  	  A	  paratext,	  he	  says,	  is	  what	  ‘enables	  a	  text	  to	  become	  a	  book	  and	  to	  be	  
offered	  as	  such	  to	  its	  readers	  and,	  more	  generally	  to	  the	  public’	  (ibid,	  p.	  1).	  	  
Chapter	  five	  of	  this	  thesis	  examines	  in	  more	  detail	  the	  transtextual	  nature	  of	  
Waters’	  work,	  as	  her	  books	  have	  gone	  on	  to	  be	  adapted	  and	  appropriated	  in	  
other	  forms.	  	  Here,	  though,	  the	  discussion	  relates	  to	  the	  way	  that	  the	  paratext,	  as	  
an	  extra-­‐textual	  element,	  contributes	  towards	  and	  maintains	  the	  authenticity	  
that	  Waters’	  authorial	  second	  self	  promotes.	  	  As	  such	  the	  paratextual	  nature	  of	  a	  
text	  is	  made	  up	  of	  everything	  that	  is	  tangible	  and	  materially	  connected	  to	  the	  
text,	  from	  the	  words	  on	  the	  page,	  the	  book	  cover,	  the	  interior	  and	  exterior	  blurb	  
of	  the	  publisher	  on	  the	  cover,	  to	  the	  authorial	  presence.	  	  But	  the	  paratext	  also	  
accounts	  for	  anything	  connected	  to	  the	  text	  that	  is	  ‘freely	  [circulating]	  in	  a	  
virtually	  limitless	  physical	  and	  social	  space’	  (ibid,	  p.	  344).	  	  This	  is	  called	  the	  
epitext,	  described	  by	  Genette	  as	  ‘a	  fringe	  of	  the	  fringe,	  [which]	  gradually	  
disappears	  into,	  among	  other	  things,	  the	  totality	  of	  the	  authorial	  discourse’	  (ibid,	  
p.	  346).	  	  So,	  for	  instance,	  all	  author-­‐related	  public	  appearances	  are	  epitexts.	  	  
Waters	  can	  often	  be	  seen	  at	  book	  festivals,	  giving	  independent	  talks	  to	  groups,	  
providing	  interviews	  for	  the	  general	  media	  and	  also	  for	  a	  more	  specific	  lesbian	  
and	  gay	  audience.	  	  	  In	  addition	  to	  this,	  Waters	  still	  retains	  her	  academic	  profile,	  
writing	  reviews	  and	  essays	  for	  literary	  and	  arts	  publications.	  	  During	  the	  course	  
of	  these	  broadcasting	  events,	  Waters	  also	  talks	  about	  her	  autobiography	  and	  her	  
political	  motivations,	  engendering	  for	  her	  audience	  a	  sense	  of	  who	  the	  ‘real’	  
author	  is,	  whilst	  at	  the	  same	  time	  maintaining	  her	  authority	  to	  write.	  	  In	  
expressing	  herself	  to	  her	  audience	  in	  this	  way,	  Waters	  is	  fashioning	  her	  authorial	  
identity	  that	  is	  shaped	  by	  her	  subject	  matter	  and	  through	  her	  image,	  but	  also	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from	  the	  places	  that	  she	  attends	  for	  the	  talks	  that	  she	  gives	  and,	  the	  essays	  that	  
she	  continues	  to	  write.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Waters’	  authorial	  identity	  is	  a	  self-­‐
conscious	  act	  to	  assert	  what	  can	  be	  called	  the	  ‘real’	  author.	  	  In	  combination	  with	  
Waters’	  field	  in	  publishing,	  one	  could	  suggest	  that	  a	  niche	  marketing	  strategy,	  
coupled	  with	  mainstream	  targeting	  and	  television	  adaptations	  of	  her	  work,	  have	  
conferred	  a	  place	  for	  the	  ‘real’	  author	  within	  popular,	  mainstream	  culture.	  	  	  
Though	  these	  examples	  show	  that	  the	  epitext	  resides	  anywhere	  within	  the	  book,	  
they	  nevertheless	  convey	  a	  clear	  connection	  between	  the	  internal	  architecture	  of	  
a	  text	  and	  its	  external	  presence.	  	  Indeed,	  Genette	  sees	  this	  landscape	  as	  a	  series	  
of	  fringes	  or	  edges	  that	  ‘lack	  internal	  borders…and	  lack	  external	  limits’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
346).	  	  Taken	  individually	  these	  elements	  add	  ‘real’	  expression	  to	  the	  text,	  as	  well	  
as	  evoking	  an	  implied	  meaning	  for	  the	  reader	  to	  locate.	  	  Added	  together	  these	  
fundamentals	  create	  the	  author	  as	  a	  brand,	  which	  allows	  Waters	  self-­‐consciously	  
to	  re-­‐assert	  her	  authorial	  identity	  throughout	  her	  work.	  	  




Publishers,	  Branding	  and	  Book	  Covers	  	  
One	  way	  that	  we	  might	  argue	  that	  mainstream	  culture	  replicates	  itself	  is	  through	  
brand	  reassurance.	  Branding	  is	  the	  commercial	  imperative	  of	  an	  author,	  their	  
agent	  and	  their	  publisher.	  	  Genette	  refers	  in	  part	  to	  this	  as	  the	  ‘series,’	  by	  which	  
he	  means	  the	  publisher’s	  emblem.	  	  He	  argues	  that	  there	  is	  a	  ‘symbolic	  power’	  
attached	  to	  the	  publisher’s	  emblem	  that	  ‘immediately	  indicates	  to	  the	  potential	  
reader	  the	  type	  of	  work,	  if	  not	  genre,	  he	  [or	  she]	  is	  dealing	  with’	  (ibid,	  p.	  22).	  	  The	  
publisher’s	  mark	  is	  in	  effect	  an	  implied	  sign	  of	  quality	  and	  predictability.	  	  Waters’	  
publishers	  are	  Virago	  and	  when	  you	  pick	  up	  one	  of	  their	  books	  you	  can	  locate	  
their	  emblem	  of	  the	  bitten	  apple	  at	  the	  bottom	  of	  the	  spine.	  	  As	  a	  publishing	  
house	  they	  date	  back	  to	  the	  1970s.	  	  Set	  up	  by	  Carmen	  Callil,	  Virago	  was	  initially	  
to	  become	  a	  literary	  recovery	  project	  of	  obscure	  works	  of	  women’s	  writing.	  	  But	  
perhaps	  the	  definition	  of	  Virago	  as	  meaning	  women	  with	  exemplary	  and	  heroic	  
qualities	  highlights	  the	  kind	  of	  women’s	  literature	  Callil	  was	  interested	  in.	  	  As	  
Callil	  says	  on	  the	  Virago	  website,	  the	  purpose	  was	  to	  ‘illustrate	  the	  variety,	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ambition,	  intelligence,	  passion	  and	  wit	  that	  women	  have	  always	  brought	  to	  the	  
page’	  (Virago	  webpage).	  	  As	  a	  fitting	  example	  of	  Callil’s	  intention	  to	  bring	  
women’s	  experiences	  in	  from	  the	  sidelines,	  Raynes	  Minns’	  book	  Bomber	  and	  
Mash:	  The	  Domestic	  Front	  1939-­1945	  was	  the	  first	  piece	  of	  non-­‐fiction	  to	  be	  
printed	  by	  Virago	  in	  1999.	  	  Set	  within	  the	  time	  of	  the	  Second	  World	  War,	  Minns’	  
book	  explores	  the	  impacts	  of	  the	  war	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  the	  domestic	  front.	  	  
Virago	  also	  publishes	  other	  international	  writers;	  Maya	  Angelou	  is	  one.	  	  She	  has	  
had	  six	  volumes	  of	  autobiography	  published,	  with	  I	  Know	  Why	  the	  Caged	  Bird	  
Sings	  written	  in	  1969	  perhaps	  being	  her	  most	  well	  known.	  	  Angelou’s	  
autobiographical	  writing	  covers	  her	  life	  as	  a	  singer,	  dancer,	  actor,	  director,	  but	  
she	  also	  writes	  about	  her	  involvement	  with	  the	  Civil	  Rights	  movement	  in	  
America.	  	  Similarly	  Virago	  publishes	  Margaret	  Atwood,	  a	  Canadian	  writer	  who	  
weaves	  feminist	  thought	  into	  the	  thirty	  books	  of	  prose,	  fiction	  and	  non-­‐fiction	  
she	  has	  written.	  	  The	  Handmaid’s	  Tale,	  first	  published	  in	  1985,	  is	  one	  of	  Atwood’s	  
most	  popular	  books,	  set	  in	  a	  dystopian,	  post	  apocalyptic	  world	  where	  females	  
are	  socially	  valued	  if	  they	  have	  reproductive	  capabilities.	  	  Waters’	  fiction	  sits	  
amongst	  the	  work	  of	  some	  of	  the	  most	  established	  women	  writers.	  	  The	  spirit	  of	  
Callil’s	  original	  publishing	  ambition	  is	  demonstrated	  by	  the	  kind	  of	  heroic	  
literary	  female	  figures	  that	  are	  published,	  both	  authors	  and	  characters.	  	  Coupled	  
with	  the	  image	  of	  an	  apple	  that	  has	  been	  bitten,	  Virago	  is	  symbolic	  of	  the	  tree	  of	  
knowledge	  and,	  like	  the	  story	  of	  Eve	  whose	  mythical	  status	  has	  been	  used	  to	  
misrepresent	  women	  Virago’s	  intention	  is	  to	  recover	  the	  original	  female	  voice.	  	  
	   The	  apple	  signals	  to	  those	  who	  read	  a	  book	  with	  this	  logo	  that	  Virago	  is	  a	  
publishing	  house	  that	  is	  tuned	  towards	  feminist	  issues.	  	  Yet,	  even	  though	  Virago	  
publishes	  only	  women’s	  writing,	  when	  interviewed	  for	  this	  thesis	  Lennie	  
Gooding	  states	  that	  ‘we	  have	  never	  seen	  ourselves	  as	  niche,	  particularly	  as	  
women	  make	  up	  fifty	  percent	  of	  the	  reading	  population’	  (2012).	  	  Gooding	  is	  the	  
publisher	  who	  is	  in	  charge	  of	  Virago.	  	  Her	  background	  is	  in	  feminism	  and	  she	  
cites	  the	  second	  wave	  of	  feminism	  as	  the	  cause	  of	  her	  enthusiasm	  for	  women’s	  
writing.	  Interviewed	  for	  the	  Guardian	  she	  says	  that	  ‘a	  great	  deal	  of	  feminist	  
energy	  in	  the	  60s	  and	  70s	  went	  into	  figuring	  out	  what	  were	  the	  forces	  other	  than	  
laws	  that	  kept	  women	  down.	  We	  had	  the	  vote	  and	  the	  Equal	  Pay	  Act.	  So	  why	  
were	  women	  still	  so	  powerless?	  Culture,	  feminists	  decided,	  was	  the	  answer	  (or	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part	  of	  it).	  What	  was	  required	  was	  an	  overhaul	  of	  our	  ideas	  about	  gender’	  
(2013).	  	  As	  a	  feminist	  Gooding	  states	  that	  women	  ‘needed	  to	  take	  charge	  of	  their	  
own	  stories...	  Our	  lives	  and	  experiences	  had	  been	  ignored	  in	  the	  official	  versions,	  
leaving	  us	  dependent,	  unconfident	  and	  indoctrinated	  with	  rubbish	  about	  our	  
inferiority.	  Into	  this	  gap	  marched	  Virago,	  on	  a	  mission	  to	  promote	  books	  by	  
women’	  (2013).	  	  In	  order	  to	  lead	  a	  ‘cultural’	  shift	  away	  from	  the	  typical	  view	  of	  
womanhood	  and,	  ‘empower’	  women	  with	  their	  own	  ‘stories’	  Gooding	  joined	  
Virago.	  	  As	  a	  company	  they	  have	  considerately	  positioned	  themselves	  within	  the	  
mainstream	  in	  order	  to	  address	  the	  way	  women	  have	  been	  consistently	  ‘ignored’	  
and	  ‘indoctrinated.’	  Their	  new	  home	  page	  states:	  	  
Virago	  has	  flourished	  because	  of	  our	  relationship	  with	  our	  readers.	  	  And	  
now	  conducted	  via	  emails,	  websites,	  networking	  sites,	  twittering	  –	  it’s	  a	  
relationship	  still	  very	  much	  alive	  and	  still	  very	  active	  (Virago)	  	  	  
The	  strong	  emphasis	  on	  new	  technologies	  of	  communication	  reinforces	  their	  
place	  within	  the	  mainstream	  and	  their	  sense	  of	  community	  reinforces	  their	  
brand	  ethos.	  	  For	  Waters	  this	  is	  a	  mutually	  beneficial	  relationship,	  which	  can	  be	  
related	  to	  Genette’s	  point	  that	  the	  emblem	  can	  sometimes	  ‘encroach	  on	  the	  
prerogatives	  of	  the	  author’	  as	  it	  can	  be	  a	  sign	  of	  genre	  or	  more	  symptomatic	  of	  
the	  publisher’s	  interests	  than	  the	  authors	  (1997,	  p.	  23).	  	  But	  Virago	  gives	  Waters	  
access	  to	  a	  mainstream	  market	  that	  her	  writing	  might	  otherwise	  have	  missed.	  	  At	  
the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  also	  possible	  to	  say	  that	  readers	  of	  Virago	  books	  might	  also	  
be	  more	  receptive	  to	  new	  ideas	  as	  they	  are	  sufficiently	  broad	  sighted	  in	  their	  
choice	  of	  subject	  material.	  	  
The	  relationship	  between	  Virago	  and	  Waters	  is	  mutually	  beneficial	  and	  
based	  on	  serving	  the	  commercial	  interest	  of	  selling	  books.	  	  Yet	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  
they	  both	  share	  a	  desire	  to	  re-­‐educate	  society	  from	  a	  particular	  female-­‐focused	  
perspective,	  that	  goes	  beyond	  money	  making	  imperatives.	  	  It	  is	  obvious	  that	  
Waters	  and	  Virago	  participate	  in	  an	  intellectual	  alliance	  that	  comes	  from	  a	  desire	  
to	  recover	  women’s	  histories.	  	  Their	  enterprise	  in	  this	  regard	  is	  an	  example	  of	  
the	  way	  that	  a	  brand	  can	  resist	  the	  culture	  that	  produces	  it.	  	  Gledhill	  reminds	  us	  
that	  ‘counter-­‐readings	  of	  popular	  texts	  often	  get	  caught	  up	  in	  arguments	  about	  
whether	  particular	  [texts]	  are	  “progressive”	  or	  “subversive”’	  (1988,	  p.	  103).	  	  But,	  
for	  individual	  texts	  or	  authors	  this	  may	  not	  necessarily	  be	  the	  right	  way	  of	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looking	  at	  them.	  	  Indeed,	  Virago	  has	  proven	  that	  the	  dominant	  structures	  of	  
publishing	  can	  be	  overcome	  with	  time	  and	  commitment	  and	  Waters	  has	  shown	  
that	  the	  mainstream	  can	  be	  a	  place	  where	  lesbian	  voices	  are	  given	  space	  on	  equal	  
terms.	  	  I	  would	  argue	  that	  rather	  than	  Virago	  and	  Waters	  becoming	  a	  modified	  
symptom	  of	  a	  consumerist	  market,	  the	  opposite	  has	  in	  fact	  happened	  and	  are	  
shifting	  the	  status	  quo	  through	  their	  publishing	  efforts	  and	  their	  success.	  	  	  	  
	   Like	  the	  emblem,	  the	  book	  cover	  is	  another	  visual	  way	  of	  signposting	  for	  
the	  reader.	  	  In	  interview	  for	  this	  thesis,	  Goodings	  argues	  that	  book	  covers	  give	  
readers	  ‘the	  feel	  and	  the	  sense	  of	  the	  novel’	  (2012).	  	  For	  her,	  the	  purpose	  of	  the	  
cover	  is	  to	  convey	  the	  emotion	  of	  the	  text	  in	  a	  way	  that	  is	  visually	  able	  to	  
encapsulate	  the	  ‘senses’	  and	  draw	  on	  the	  reader’s	  ‘instinct’	  (Goodings,	  2012).	  	  
She	  says	  this	  because	  in	  her	  experience	  readers	  come	  to	  ‘novels	  by	  a)	  author	  
recognition,	  b)	  cover	  look	  c)	  title’	  (ibid).	  	  	  Next	  to	  the	  author,	  the	  second	  most	  
important	  reason	  why	  a	  book	  sells	  is	  because	  of	  the	  way	  it	  looks	  and	  the	  
emotions	  that	  it	  is	  able	  to	  tap	  into.	  Goodings	  maintains	  that	  the	  book	  cover	  is	  
designed	  for	  the	  purposes	  of	  appealing	  to	  the	  same	  set	  of	  ‘instinctive’	  responses.	  	  
In	  saying	  this,	  Goodings	  highlights	  the	  capacity	  that	  book	  covers	  have	  to	  imply	  
meaning.	  	  And,	  in	  similar	  fashion,	  Genette	  also	  highlights	  that	  book	  covers	  offer	  
the	  greatest	  opportunity	  for	  ‘expansion’	  within	  the	  context	  of	  exploring	  the	  text	  
for	  meaning	  (1997,	  p.	  32).	  	  
	   The	  special	  attention	  that	  readers	  give	  to	  book	  covers	  may	  well	  offer	  an	  
additional	  opportunity	  to	  assess	  the	  way	  readers	  respond	  to	  authors	  and	  their	  
texts.	  Again	  in	  interview	  for	  this	  thesis,	  Goodings	  states	  that	  ‘Sarah	  Waters	  is	  a	  
great	  collaborator’	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  personally	  involving	  herself	  in	  the	  process	  
(2012).	  	  In	  interview	  she	  remarks	  that	  the	  usual	  process	  of	  book	  cover	  design	  is	  
one	  of	  consultation,	  whereby	  ‘we	  generally	  show	  authors	  a	  few	  styles/	  
directions/	  ideas	  and	  then	  proceed	  with	  the	  one	  we	  all	  agree	  on’	  (Goodings,	  
2012).	  	  But	  Waters	  differs	  in	  this	  process.	  Goodings	  says	  ‘Waters	  is	  very	  involved	  
with	  her	  covers,’	  typically	  choosing	  her	  own	  cover	  images	  and	  feeding	  these	  into	  
the	  process	  (ibid).	  	  	  Waters’	  cooperation	  in	  this	  design	  process	  is	  not	  unusual	  in	  
itself,	  as	  indeed	  Goodings	  stresses	  that	  they	  ‘involve	  all	  …	  authors	  with	  their	  
covers’	  (ibid).	  	  But	  she	  also	  makes	  it	  known	  that	  ‘some	  have	  clearer,	  more	  visual	  
ideas	  than	  others’	  (Goodings,	  2012).	  Waters	  is	  known	  by	  Goodings	  to	  select	  book	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cover	  images	  that	  are	  based	  on	  an	  assessment	  of	  their	  emotional	  impact	  rather	  
than	  solely	  on	  their	  visual	  design.	  	  The	  choice	  to	  engage	  an	  emotional	  response	  in	  
readers	  in	  preference	  to	  one	  that	  comes	  from	  the	  objectification	  of	  the	  female	  
body,	  re-­‐positions	  women	  within	  mainstream	  culture.	  	  This	  is	  because	  Waters’	  
interventions	  here	  draw	  a	  distinction	  between	  the	  female	  physical	  form	  and	  the	  
agency	  of	  the	  subjective	  position.	  	  Again,	  we	  are	  reminded	  of	  the	  dynamic	  
movement	  that	  Foucault	  maintains	  exploits	  the	  fractures	  in	  meaning.	  	  Moreover,	  
this	  process	  is	  further	  underscored	  by	  the	  influence	  the	  brand	  of	  Virago	  brings	  
(to	  bear),	  as	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  see	  that	  their	  partnership	  disrupts	  the	  hegemonic	  
exchange.	  	  In	  light	  of	  this,	  the	  book	  cover	  is	  indeed	  the	  site	  that	  Genette	  argues	  
has	  the	  greatest	  potential	  for	  cultural	  excess,	  and	  this	  can	  be	  experienced	  
through	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  is	  able	  to	  re-­‐work	  cultural	  discourses	  through	  her	  
covers.	  	  	  
	   The	  recent	  summer	  2012	  hardback	  re-­‐issue	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  an	  
example	  of	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  is	  re-­‐presenting	  a	  viable	  lesbian	  presence.	  	  In	  the	  
interview	  Goodings	  gave	  for	  this	  thesis	  she	  explains	  the	  notable	  levels	  on	  which	  
the	  book	  cover	  operates.	  One	  aspect	  deals	  with	  the	  marketing	  dialogue.	  This	  
takes	  place	  at	  the	  publishers	  in	  order	  to	  ensure	  that	  the	  image	  is	  suitable	  to	  be	  
‘read’	  by	  a	  UK	  audience.	  	  As	  Goodings’	  comments	  show	  ‘books	  [are]	  quite	  
different	  looking	  in	  different	  markets…and	  this	  is	  true	  for	  Sarah	  Waters	  too’	  
(2012).	  	  This	  decision	  acknowledges	  the	  cultural	  market	  intended	  for	  sales	  
purposes.	  	  Yet,	  on	  another	  level,	  Goodings	  argues	  that	  this	  cover	  says	  ‘“collect	  
me,	  I	  am	  a	  beautiful	  classic”	  (ibid).	  	  This	  underlines	  the	  continuity	  of	  the	  brand	  of	  
Virago.	  	  It	  highlights	  how	  it	  is	  part	  of	  a	  collection	  and	  suggests	  that	  this	  is	  a	  
classic	  worth	  keeping	  hold	  of.	  	  Both	  of	  these	  ‘readings’	  have	  a	  value	  attached	  to	  
them	  in	  that	  they	  are	  aimed	  at	  a	  certain	  cultural	  economy.	  	  The	  cover	  has	  itself	  
got	  a	  certain	  aesthetic	  quality	  to	  it,	  which	  reflects	  back	  onto	  the	  brand.	  	  
Exploiting	  the	  paratextual	  potential	  of	  the	  image,	  I	  want	  to	  suggest	  that	  this	  is	  
also	  Waters’	  attempt	  to	  express	  the	  playful,	  artful	  and	  sexy	  side	  of	  same	  sex	  
desire.	  	  Goodings	  describes	  this	  image	  as	  ‘quite	  cheeky/	  sexy	  in	  its	  sophisticated	  
imagery’	  (ibid).	  	  Chapter	  two	  of	  this	  thesis	  examines	  the	  ways	  that	  historically	  
lesbian	  sexuality	  has	  been	  cast	  in	  the	  shadow	  of	  deviancy	  and	  how	  it	  has	  been	  
culturally	  perceived	  as	  a	  poor	  imitation	  of	  heterosexual	  love.	  	  The	  notion	  that	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same	  sex	  desire	  has	  been	  socially	  constructed	  as	  unnatural	  is	  redressed	  by	  the	  
book	  image,	  as	  the	  story	  itself	  is	  in	  the	  foreground	  and	  thus	  promotes	  lesbian	  
subjectivity.	  	  
	   Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  not	  just	  a	  coming	  of	  age	  story.	  	  For	  many	  
heterosexual	  readers	  it	  may	  be	  their	  first	  experience	  of	  lesbian	  existence.	  	  For	  
many	  lesbian	  readers	  it	  may	  be	  one	  of	  the	  first	  times	  they	  have	  experienced	  their	  
sub-­‐culture	  in	  the	  space	  of	  the	  mainstream.	  	  For	  all	  readers,	  the	  veil	  on	  the	  social	  
and	  cultural	  treatment	  of	  lesbianism	  may	  be	  lifted.	  	  Waters’	  choice	  of	  image	  
catches	  all	  of	  these	  places	  from	  which	  a	  reader	  may	  begin.	  	  The	  tone	  of	  the	  book	  
is	  unreservedly	  bold,	  as	  Waters	  uses	  the	  text	  to	  explore	  the	  sexuality	  of	  the	  
lesbian	  body.	  With	  this	  in	  mind,	  the	  colour	  of	  the	  re-­‐issue	  2012	  cover	  is	  both	  eye-­‐
catching	  and	  pertinent.	  	  It	  is	  undeniably	  flesh	  coloured	  with	  hues	  of	  pink	  that	  
range	  in	  subtly	  and	  that	  decrease	  as	  the	  eye	  drifts	  towards	  the	  top	  of	  the	  page,	  
where	  the	  colour	  is	  at	  its	  darkest.	  	  The	  focal	  feature	  is	  that	  of	  an	  open	  oyster	  shell	  
with	  the	  wispy	  beard	  of	  the	  mollusc	  floating	  off	  to	  the	  right.	  	  But	  this	  image	  is	  
also	  ambiguous,	  like	  the	  bivalve	  nature	  of	  the	  oyster,	  because	  another	  view	  of	  the	  
same	  image	  gives	  the	  appearance	  of	  a	  flaccid	  penis	  above	  the	  opening	  to	  a	  
vagina.	  	  The	  purpose	  of	  this	  paratext	  is	  to	  throw	  uncertainty	  into	  the	  minds	  of	  
the	  individual,	  as	  appearances	  are	  clearly	  not	  what	  they	  seem.	  	  The	  metaphor	  of	  
the	  oyster	  has	  been	  passed	  down	  through	  Western	  culture	  to	  suggest	  something	  
desirable,	  of	  rare	  beauty	  and	  value,	  but	  in	  reality	  it	  is	  a	  creature	  that	  is	  queer	  in	  
the	  sense	  that	  it	  is	  an	  hermaphrodite.	  	  From	  this	  you	  can	  see	  that	  Waters	  at	  once	  
re-­‐assigns	  the	  metaphor.	  	  The	  beauty	  and	  virtue	  traditionally	  bestowed	  on	  the	  
oyster	  are	  transferred	  onto	  the	  lesbian	  subject	  and	  Western	  values	  of	  beauty	  and	  
desire	  are	  made	  ambiguous	  and	  queered	  in	  return.	  	  	  	  	  
	  	  	   	  Freud	  created	  the	  modern	  Western	  understanding	  of	  the	  notion	  of	  desire.	  	  
In	  his	  essay	  ‘Transformations	  of	  Puberty’	  detailing	  libidinal	  development,	  Freud	  
argues	  that	  the	  development	  of	  desire	  has	  a	  different	  trajectory	  in	  girls	  and	  boys.	  	  
Freud	  maintains	  that,	  whereas	  a	  boy’s	  desire	  is	  stable	  through	  puberty	  and	  into	  
adulthood	  because	  the	  phallus	  is	  the	  only	  site	  to	  focus	  desire	  in	  a	  boy,	  the	  same	  is	  
not	  true	  for	  a	  girl.	  	  Instead,	  Freud	  argues,	  the	  girl	  has	  to	  transfer	  her	  ‘clitoridal	  
affection’	  to	  her	  ‘vaginal	  orifice’	  (1905,	  p.	  87).	  	  If	  the	  relocation	  of	  ‘affection’	  is	  
unsuccessful	  and	  the	  female	  cannot	  relinquish	  her	  desire	  to	  masturbate,	  then	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Freud	  suggests	  that	  the	  female	  will	  inevitably	  become	  a	  neurologically	  unsound	  
adult	  female	  (ibid,	  p.	  87).	  	  According	  to	  Freud,	  female	  desire	  is	  latently	  masculine	  
in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  is	  always	  seeking	  what	  it	  cannot	  have.	  	  These	  notions,	  as	  hostile	  
as	  they	  appear	  towards	  the	  female	  form,	  have	  underpinned	  many	  of	  the	  legal	  and	  
medical	  texts	  that	  have	  contributed	  towards	  the	  way	  Western	  culture	  socially	  
views	  women	  in	  relation	  to	  men	  (not	  least	  in	  the	  way	  that	  the	  notion	  of	  
femininity	  and	  hysteria	  are	  inextricably	  one	  and	  the	  same).	  	  	  Freud’s	  blatant	  
disregard	  of	  female	  subjectivity	  throws	  up	  a	  concern	  for	  the	  analysis	  of	  textual	  
integrity,	  particularly	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  way	  that	  the	  ‘textual’	  subject	  and	  the	  
‘social’	  subject	  intersect.	  	  Gledhill’s	  concern	  in	  this	  area	  is	  to	  ‘find	  a	  way	  to	  
distinguish	  the	  patriarchal	  symbol	  of	  ‘woman’	  from	  those	  discourses	  which	  speak	  
from	  and	  to	  the	  historical,	  socio-­‐cultural	  experience	  of	  ‘woman’	  ([1988,	  p.	  107).	  	  
Waters	  uses	  the	  mainstream	  to	  constitute	  her	  text	  on	  two	  levels.	  	  On	  the	  one,	  she	  
draws	  on	  the	  textual	  archive	  to	  reflect	  the	  symbolism	  of	  the	  outside	  world,	  whilst	  
on	  the	  other	  she	  again	  expands	  the	  hypertextual	  space	  of	  the	  book	  cover	  to	  
express	  lesbian	  experience.	  	  Configuring	  a	  dual	  natured,	  extra-­‐textual	  reading	  
experience	  in	  this	  way	  conflicts	  with	  the	  certainty	  with	  which	  the	  world	  order	  is	  
generally	  viewed	  and	  Waters	  shows	  that	  such	  an	  assumption	  is	  a	  false	  
construction.	  	  	  
Elizabeth	  Grosz’s	  work	  on	  re-­‐drawing	  the	  landscape	  of	  lesbian	  desire	  is	  
particularly	  useful	  here.	  	  In	  her	  essay	  ‘Refiguring	  Lesbian	  Desire’	  (1994)	  Grosz	  
argues	  that	  the	  current	  theoretical	  structures	  that	  are	  in	  place	  are	  an	  inadequate	  
way	  of	  understanding	  lesbian	  desire,	  because	  they	  automatically	  presume	  
women	  as	  being	  absent	  from	  the	  process.	  	  Indeed	  she	  argues	  that	  Freud	  has	  left	  
‘female	  desire	  [as]	  oxymoronic’	  as	  far	  as	  Western	  society	  is	  concerned	  (1994,	  p.	  
72).	  	  As	  she	  maintains,	  there	  is	  actually	  no	  place	  from	  which	  to	  express	  lesbian	  
desire,	  because	  the	  two	  terms	  bear	  no	  relationship	  to	  each	  other	  and	  are	  void	  of	  
meaning.	  	  Grosz	  argues	  that	  desire	  has	  to	  be	  viewed	  from	  a	  different	  perspective	  
if	  we	  are	  (at	  all)	  going	  to	  re-­‐articulate	  it	  in	  a	  way	  that	  makes	  sense	  of	  its	  
production	  to	  women	  (ibid,	  p.	  74).	  	  But	  she	  cautions	  that	  the	  act	  of	  production	  
itself	  is	  not	  a	  place	  of	  reproduction	  (ibid,	  p.	  75).	  	  In	  contrast,	  she	  states	  that	  
desire	  should	  be	  expressed	  ‘[as]	  the	  force	  of	  positive	  production,	  the	  energy	  that	  
creates	  things,	  makes	  alliances,	  and	  forges	  interactions	  between	  things	  [and	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suitably	  can]	  assemble	  things,	  join	  or	  unjoin	  them’	  (ibid,	  p.	  75).	  	  In	  other	  words,	  
desire	  has	  to	  be	  conceived	  in	  terms	  outside	  of	  sexual	  reproduction	  if	  it	  is	  to	  have	  
any	  meaning	  for	  same-­‐sex	  narratives.	  	  
	  Just	  as	  Foucault	  argues	  that	  it	  is	  necessary	  to	  create	  movement	  and	  
momentum	  in	  order	  to	  disrupt	  the	  cultural	  hegemony,	  Grosz	  sees	  the	  
reconfiguration	  of	  desire	  in	  similar	  terms.	  For	  her,	  desire	  has	  to	  be	  conceived	  of	  
through	  a	  force	  of	  energy	  if	  it	  is	  to	  move	  beyond	  its	  artifice.	  	  Producing	  desire	  
does	  not	  have	  to	  be	  limited	  to	  the	  body,	  because	  Grosz	  argues	  that	  it	  is	  the	  
intensity	  of	  the	  act	  or	  the	  action	  that	  produces	  desire,	  not	  the	  site.	  	  Therefore,	  
being	  able	  to	  experience	  desire	  outside	  of	  the	  body,	  liberates	  the	  burden	  of	  
heteronormativity.	  	  Said	  another	  way,	  it	  is	  the	  proliferation	  of	  surfaces	  and	  
intensities	  that	  creates	  the	  sensation	  of	  pleasure;	  as	  Grosz	  says,	  ‘a	  truly	  nomad	  
desire	  unfettered	  by	  anything	  external,	  for	  anything	  can	  form	  part	  of	  its	  circuit	  
and	  be	  absorbed	  into	  its	  operations’	  (ibid,	  p.	  79).	  	  	  Desire	  can	  be	  constructed	  
from	  an	  interaction	  with	  the	  surfaces	  and	  depths	  of	  artifacts.	  	  Like	  any	  other	  
surface,	  the	  book	  cover	  can	  initiate	  a	  desiring	  process,	  as	  its	  textual	  surface	  is	  an	  
artifice	  of	  the	  cultural	  memories	  it	  evokes.	  	  In	  this	  example,	  the	  cover	  promotes	  
the	  re-­‐focused	  subjectivity	  that	  is	  demonstrated	  and	  alluded	  to	  by	  the	  cover	  
image	  and	  is	  one	  that	  has	  been	  carefully	  selected	  by	  Waters.	  	  As	  such,	  the	  
exploratory	  nature	  of	  these	  productions	  creates	  pleasurable	  experiences	  for	  the	  
reader.	  	  Grosz’	  optimism	  is	  for	  a	  continually	  reinvigorating	  new	  world	  order	  of	  
experienced	  desire.	  	  
Book	  covers	  are	  abundantly	  intertextual.	  	  Publishers	  like	  Goodings	  have	  
spoken	  of	  how	  readers	  are	  reassured	  by	  the	  stability	  that	  comes	  with	  brand	  
recognition.	  	  Indeed	  Virago’s	  strength	  has	  been	  built	  on	  this	  philosophy.	  	  By	  the	  
same	  token	  readers	  also	  experience	  the	  pleasure	  of	  desire	  that	  comes	  with	  
uncertainty.	  	  The	  processes	  of	  ever	  evolving	  meaning	  can	  stimulate	  intense	  
feelings	  and	  the	  inconstant	  nature	  of	  book	  covers,	  in	  the	  way	  they	  refuse	  
definition,	  means	  they	  are	  sites	  of	  innovation	  and	  creativity.	  	  Covers	  also	  offer	  
space	  to	  other	  paratextual	  elements,	  like	  for	  instance	  ‘blurbs’	  and	  ‘forewords,’	  
but	  also	  endorsements	  that	  have	  been	  achieved	  through	  various	  literary	  award	  
patronages.	  	  Waters’	  writing	  has	  attracted	  the	  attention	  of	  all	  the	  major	  award	  
systems,	  from	  the	  mainstream	  Booker	  Prize	  through	  to	  smaller,	  specialised	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forms	  of	  recognition,	  like	  the	  Betty	  Trask	  Award.	  	  These	  forms	  of	  patronage	  
serve	  the	  brand	  well.	  	  For,	  as	  James	  English	  maintains	  in	  his	  book	  The	  Economy	  of	  
Prestige:	  Prizes,	  Awards	  and	  the	  Circulation	  of	  Cultural	  Value,	  they	  register	  further	  
evidence	  of	  quality,	  because	  to	  the	  audience	  they	  say	  ‘this	  is	  an	  example	  of	  
exceptionally	  fine	  writing’	  (2005,	  p.	  110).	  	  However,	  though	  Genette	  sees	  awards	  
as	  verifiable	  examples	  of	  paratexts,	  their	  inclusion	  in	  his	  list	  has	  to	  be	  
problematised.	  	  This	  is	  because	  the	  position	  that	  this	  thesis	  has	  maintained	  so	  far	  
in	  relation	  to	  paratexts	  is	  that	  they	  are	  creative	  gaps	  in	  the	  way	  that	  they	  
dislodge	  the	  conventional	  in	  the	  text.	  	  	  Awards,	  by	  their	  very	  nature	  are	  now	  a	  
large	  part	  of	  the	  academy	  and	  also	  intrinsically	  linked	  to	  the	  market	  forces	  of	  
book	  sales.	  	  In	  relation	  to	  this	  point,	  English’s	  study	  on	  the	  cultural	  value	  of	  
prizes	  shows	  that	  there	  is	  no	  coincidence	  in	  the	  proliferation	  of	  awards	  and	  the	  
rise	  in	  capitalism	  in	  the	  western	  world	  (ibid,	  p.	  324).	  	  Prizes	  sell	  literature.	  
Though	  English’s	  (ibid,	  p.	  329)	  study	  attempts	  to	  make	  more	  complex	  this	  
standard	  wisdom,	  ‘that	  commercial	  value…bring[s]	  about	  an	  ever	  closer	  
alignment	  between	  the	  works	  recognized	  as	  “best”	  or	  “most	  important,”’	  
nevertheless,	  and	  in	  many	  respects,	  the	  facts	  speak	  for	  themselves.	  	  Data	  
released	  by	  The	  Guardian	  newspaper	  shows	  that	  sales	  figures	  for	  the	  six	  
nominees	  of	  the	  2011	  Man	  Booker	  Prize	  soared	  by	  127%	  (The	  Guardian,	  2011).	  	  	  
Awards	  assist	  in	  the	  proliferation	  of	  meaning	  making	  because	  they	  
function	  as	  a	  ‘murmur’	  or	  echo	  of	  the	  author-­‐function	  (Foucault,	  1969).	  	  In	  his	  
essay	  ‘What	  is	  an	  Author’	  Foucault	  suggests	  that	  such	  textual	  spaces	  link	  into	  
wider	  ‘determined’	  experiences	  and	  are	  a	  valuable	  addition	  to	  the	  process	  of	  
textual	  interpretations.	  	  He	  says	  ‘all	  discourses,	  whatever	  their	  status,	  form,	  
value,	  and	  whatever	  the	  treatment	  to	  which	  they	  will	  be	  subjected,	  would	  then	  
develop	  in	  the	  anonymity	  of	  a	  murmur’	  (1969,	  p.	  119).	  	  	  The	  ‘murmur’	  amplifies	  
the	  meaning	  and	  in	  the	  process	  helps	  to	  establish	  new	  borders	  in	  terms	  of	  
reading	  experience.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  image	  of	  ‘murmuring’	  conjures	  up	  
ideas	  of	  new	  life	  being	  whispered	  into	  a	  commodified	  value	  system	  that	  sits	  in	  
opposition	  to	  the	  values	  of	  a	  marginalised	  existence,	  as	  it	  suggests	  mainstream	  
assimilation.	  This	  paradoxical	  situation	  can	  be	  re-­‐read	  using	  Foucault,	  as	  it	  is	  
possible	  to	  argue	  that	  the	  power	  of	  the	  ‘awards	  blurb’	  is	  released	  by	  the	  
discursive	  practices	  of	  the	  paratexts.	  	  Their	  circulatory	  nature	  marks	  out	  new	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territories,	  because	  they	  help	  generate	  an	  alternative	  readership	  that	  is	  not	  
necessarily	  attracted	  to	  subversive	  literature	  by	  habit.	  	  ‘Award	  blurbs’	  connect	  
back	  to	  the	  author-­‐role,	  because	  they	  demonstrate	  a	  sign	  of	  good	  quality	  
storytelling	  and	  in	  so	  doing,	  they	  attract	  a	  new	  readership	  to	  unorthodox	  
material.	  	  Yet,	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  these	  paratexts	  act	  independently	  and	  
‘anonymously’	  too.	  	  It	  is	  the	  slippage	  between	  these	  two	  positions,	  one	  that	  
represents	  familiarity	  to	  existing	  fans	  and	  one	  that	  entices	  new	  readers	  that	  is	  
liberating,	  because	  awards’	  acknowledgement	  help	  Waters’	  work	  breach	  the	  
peripheral	  edges	  of	  tradition	  and	  enter	  the	  conventional	  mainstream	  market.	  	  	  
Such	  a	  position	  was	  not	  initially	  envisaged	  by	  Waters,	  as	  she	  told	  when	  
interviewed	  for	  this	  thesis;	  she	  only	  expected	  a	  lesbian	  reader	  would	  be	  
attracted	  to	  her	  work	  in	  the	  beginning	  (Waters,	  2010).	  	  
	  
	  
Fanzines,	  Fansites	  and	  the	  Internet	  	  
As	  extensive	  as	  Genette’s	  paratextual	  landscape	  is,	  his	  thresholds	  of	  
interpretation	  do	  not	  adequately	  address	  the	  technological	  advancement	  of	  the	  
Internet.	  	  Since	  his	  ideas	  in	  this	  area	  have	  been	  public,	  the	  Internet	  has	  expanded	  
beyond	  the	  realms	  of	  the	  paratextual	  capacity	  that	  has	  so	  far	  been	  considered.	  	  	  
The	  fringes	  that	  Genette	  deemed	  as	  the	  symbol	  of	  limitless	  possibility	  of	  meaning	  
both	  inside	  and	  outside	  of	  the	  text	  are	  now	  themselves	  subject	  to	  expansion	  by	  
the	  cyber	  spatial	  frontier	  of	  the	  Internet,	  as	  this	  space	  exists	  on	  the	  edges	  of	  
limitation	  itself.	  	  A	  2013	  Google	  search	  of	  Waters’	  name	  completed	  for	  this	  thesis	  
brought	  back	  24	  300	  000	  ‘hits.’	  Each	  one	  of	  these	  ‘hits’	  is	  a	  potential	  paratextual	  
opportunity	  and	  a	  reminder	  of	  Waters’	  potential	  as	  an	  auteur	  to	  influence	  the	  
new	  ways	  that	  her	  fiction	  and	  the	  concept	  of	  Waters’	  second	  authorial	  self	  
reconceptualise	  female	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  The	  interface	  becomes	  another	  site	  of	  
‘surfaces	  and	  intensities’	  that	  produce	  alternative	  sites	  of	  pleasure	  (Grosz,	  1994).	  	  
This	  is	  because	  the	  Internet	  offers	  new	  dimensions	  of	  storytelling:	  the	  plural	  is	  
purposeful	  here	  given	  that	  one	  search	  of	  Waters	  on	  Google	  brings	  back	  over	  
twenty	  four	  million	  opportunities	  to	  articulate	  Waters’	  stories	  in	  new	  and	  
evolving	  ways.	  	  Christopher	  Pullen’s	  Gay	  Identity,	  New	  Storytelling	  and	  the	  Media	  
(2009)	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  ‘fresh	  formations	  of	  identity’	  that	  occur	  through	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modes	  of	  new	  ways	  of	  telling	  stories	  (2009,	  p.	  83).	  	  For	  instance	  the	  episode	  in	  
Nancy	  Astley’s	  life	  spent	  at	  Felicity	  Place	  introduces	  additional	  scope	  for	  readers	  
to	  expand	  Sapphic	  ideals	  in	  ‘transformative’	  directions.	  	  One	  evening	  Nancy	  is	  
introduced	  to	  additional	  members	  of	  the	  lesbian	  coterie,	  where	  the	  subject	  of	  
discussion	  is	  Susan	  Dacre,	  her	  husband	  and	  his	  sister,	  who	  are	  involved	  in	  a	  
complicated	  love	  triangle.	  	  Flippantly	  Mr	  Dacre	  is	  known	  to	  have	  said	  that	  he	  
intends	  to	  ‘rename	  the	  estate	  New	  Lesbos’	  upon	  which	  Diana	  retorts	  ‘“New	  
Lesbos!”…with	  that	  tired	  old	  lesbian	  Susan	  Dacre	  in	  it,	  it	  might	  just	  as	  well	  be	  the	  
original’	  (1998,	  p.	  275).	  	  	  Like	  Sappho,	  whose	  icon,	  to	  a	  certain	  extent,	  has	  
essentialised	  the	  literary	  image	  of	  the	  lesbian-­‐figure,	  here	  ‘New	  Lesbos’	  reflects	  
the	  way	  lesbians	  can	  be	  equally	  complicit	  in	  the	  way	  their	  behaviour	  is	  
universalised.	  	  	  
	   When	  Mr	  Dacre	  buys	  the	  jewels	  that	  Susan	  and	  her	  sister-­‐in-­‐law	  wear	  he	  is	  
exerting	  his	  patriarchal	  control.	  	  This	  shows	  their	  love	  triangle	  to	  be	  a	  novelty,	  
because	  he	  keeps	  the	  women	  in	  their	  assigned	  and	  gendered	  positions.	  	  A	  
repetition	  of	  economic	  exchanges	  between	  Mr	  Dacre	  and	  the	  women	  take	  place,	  
because	  he	  finances	  their	  sex	  practices.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  he	  denies	  the	  lesbian-­‐
figure	  her	  agency	  and	  Waters	  is	  commenting	  that	  lesbianism	  is	  a	  greater	  
personal	  investment	  than	  just	  kissing	  other	  women	  (an	  essentialised	  idea).	  	  
Chapter	  two	  will	  discuss	  in	  detail	  how	  Waters’	  PhD	  identifies	  the	  limitations	  to	  
lesbian	  identity	  that	  Sappho	  presents	  and	  how	  her	  image	  contributes	  towards	  
the	  spectral	  figure	  in	  literature	  that	  Castle	  observes.	  	  Similarly,	  it	  will	  show	  
further	  how	  Waters’	  intention	  is	  to	  create	  alternative	  topographical	  sites	  of	  
knowledge	  through	  the	  way	  she	  co-­‐produces	  meaning	  with	  the	  reader.	  	  The	  idea	  
of	  topology	  is	  useful	  here,	  because	  new	  spaces	  of	  meaning	  are	  being	  examined	  
through	  an	  interface	  between	  existing	  sites	  of	  knowledge.	  In	  other	  words,	  this	  
thesis	  is	  exploring	  the	  new	  landscapes	  of	  meaning	  that	  are	  created	  when	  edges	  
and	  borders	  are	  exceeded.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  Internet	  presents	  limitless	  
opportunities	  for	  Waters	  to	  challenge	  the	  notion	  of	  universalism,	  because	  its	  
space	  lacks	  any	  hierarchal	  structure.	  	  	  The	  Internet	  is	  a	  new	  topographical	  
landscape	  that	  is	  very	  much	  part	  of	  Genette’s	  original	  paratextual	  inventory.	  	  He	  
could	  not	  anticipate	  the	  evolving	  way	  in	  which	  popular	  culture	  addresses	  itself,	  
produces	  popular	  knowledge	  and	  fashions	  cultural	  narratives,	  because	  his	  study	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predates	  the	  expansion	  of	  the	  Internet.	  	  Nevertheless,	  Genette’s	  theories	  enable	  
this	  thesis	  as	  a	  whole	  to	  consider	  the	  acts	  of	  textual	  ‘amplification’	  that	  occur	  
through	  various	  forms	  of	  transtextuality.	  	  Chapter	  five	  considers	  this	  through	  
adaptation	  for	  instance.	  	  Here	  the	  Internet	  is	  symptomatic	  of	  an	  imbricated	  
culture	  and	  it	  therefore	  makes	  sense	  to	  consider	  the	  ways	  it	  can	  bring	  divergent	  
groups	  together	  in	  an	  alternative	  community	  space	  to	  re-­‐tell	  stories.	  Pullen	  see	  
this	  act	  of	  ‘new	  storytelling	  as	  offering	  not	  only	  cohesion,	  but	  also	  personal	  
strength’	  (2009,	  p.	  83).	  	  Given	  that	  the	  premise	  behind	  this	  chapter	  is	  that	  
Waters’	  authorial	  presence	  extends	  beyond	  the	  spaces	  of	  the	  page,	  the	  
possibilities	  that	  this	  ‘edgy’	  place	  of	  the	  Internet	  offers	  are	  limitless	  for	  a	  writer	  
like	  her.	  	  
	   Kevin	  Glynn	  highlights	  the	  transformative	  qualities	  of	  the	  Internet	  in	  his	  
book	  Tabloid	  Culture	  (2003).	  	  He	  states	  that	  the	  Internet	  is	  one	  of	  the	  ‘very	  few	  
media	  sites	  where	  [material]	  challenges	  the	  orthodox[y]	  [of]	  …knowledge’	  
(2000,	  p.	  230).	  	  	  This	  is	  because	  the	  fabric	  of	  the	  Internet	  is	  a	  repository	  for	  
alternative	  cultural	  experiences.	  	  The	  limitless	  capacity	  of	  the	  Internet	  invites	  no	  
hierarchy	  and	  therefore	  exercises	  little	  control	  over	  what	  is	  being	  produced	  and	  
published.	  	  As	  such,	  ideas	  can	  go	  viral	  beyond	  any	  capacity	  for	  the	  multiplicity	  of	  
meaning	  that	  this	  chapter	  has	  so	  far	  discussed.	  On	  this	  very	  issue	  Glynn	  (ibid,	  p.	  
230)	  comments	  that:	  	  
“the	  ‘magic’	  of	  the	  Internet	  is	  that	  it…radically	  decentralizes…the	  
apparatuses	  of	  cultural	  production”	  by	  putting	  “cultural	  acts”	  and	  
“symbolizations	  in	  all	  forms”	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  more	  users	  than	  any	  other	  
technology	  for	  broad	  dissemination	  of	  meanings	  (ibid,	  p.	  230).	  
The	  ‘decentralising’	  properties	  of	  the	  Internet	  are	  important	  to	  this	  discussion,	  
because	  they	  enable	  us	  to	  consider	  Waters	  in	  a	  broader	  field	  of	  study:	  one	  that	  
sits	  beyond	  the	  generic	  conventions	  of	  literary	  texts,	  but	  yet	  still	  shares	  the	  same	  
discursive	  practices.	  	  Moreover,	  as	  ‘sense-­‐making	  modalities	  go,’	  the	  Internet	  is	  
the	  epitome	  of	  ‘hyper-­‐consciousness,’	  because	  its	  ubiquitous	  nature	  penetrates	  
social	  existence	  with	  media	  to	  such	  an	  extent	  that	  it	  becomes	  almost	  impossible	  
to	  distinguish	  between	  the	  two.	  	  The	  speed	  with	  which	  social	  interaction	  takes	  
place	  between	  the	  Internet	  and	  the	  individual	  makes	  it	  the	  ideal	  site	  to	  explore	  
alternative	  concepts	  of	  identity.	  	  These	  sites	  are	  interesting	  places	  to	  consider	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alternative	  ideas	  of	  desire,	  as	  there	  is	  a	  growing	  popularity	  of	  fanzines,	  other	  fan	  
sites	  and	  fan	  fiction.	  	  
	   Fanzines	  are	  sites	  run	  by	  and	  contributed	  to	  by	  fans,	  as	  the	  name	  suggests.	  	  
Google	  Sarah	  Waters	  fansites	  and	  50	  000	  hits	  are	  returned,	  with	  
www.welovesarahwaters.com	  and	  www.bookgazing.dreamwidth.org	  being	  just	  
two	  examples	  of	  this	  proliferating	  practice.	  These	  sites	  tend	  to	  house	  fan	  blogs,	  
where	  individuals	  work	  out	  plot	  ambiguities,	  discuss	  likes	  and	  dislikes	  in	  
characters	  and	  discuss	  other	  items	  of	  interest	  connected	  to	  the	  author	  and	  their	  
work.	  	  In	  themselves,	  these	  forums	  are	  new	  communities	  that	  are	  globally	  
connected	  through	  the	  virtual	  landscape	  of	  the	  Internet.	  They	  enable	  individual	  
voices	  from	  outside	  of	  the	  academy	  to	  stake	  a	  claim	  in	  the	  cultural	  reception	  of	  
the	  book	  they	  are	  discussing,	  because	  of	  their	  unified	  and	  imagined	  presence.	  	  
But	  their	  collectivity	  places	  them	  in	  direct	  opposition	  to	  the	  organizing	  
structures	  of	  the	  consumerist	  literary	  system,	  such	  as	  we	  see	  with	  awards	  
patronage,	  because,	  as	  Glynn	  (2000,	  p.	  231)	  reminds	  us,	  ‘cyberia…disrupt[s]	  
settled	  beliefs,’	  because	  it	  organises	  transient	  identities.	  	  It	  is	  possible	  to	  argue	  
that,	  as	  a	  collection	  of	  disparate	  voices,	  these	  fansites	  are	  examples	  of	  an	  
alternative	  journalism	  that	  operates	  on	  the	  fringes	  of	  ‘the	  real.’	  	  Therefore,	  they	  
naturally	  open	  up	  the	  cracks	  in	  the	  cultural	  landscape	  and	  innovate	  in	  places	  
where	  the	  literary	  academy	  cannot.	  	  
	   This	  creative	  practice	  is	  perhaps	  most	  profoundly	  experienced	  in	  fanzine	  
sites	  where	  contributors	  manipulate	  the	  source	  text	  and	  invent	  stories	  beyond	  
the	  ending	  that	  was	  given	  them	  by	  the	  originating	  author.	  	  www.FanFiction.net	  is	  
an	  example	  of	  this.	  	  Following	  the	  ending	  of	  the	  BBC	  adaptation	  of	  Fingersmith	  in	  
2005	  jodief1	  is	  clearly	  left	  unfulfilled	  by	  the	  open	  ending	  that	  was	  given	  by	  
Waters	  in	  the	  source	  text.	  	  In	  the	  original,	  the	  carefully	  sutured	  plot	  neatly	  
unravels	  at	  the	  end.	  	  Mr	  Lilly	  dies	  after	  a	  long	  illness,	  leaving	  the	  house,	  Briar	  to	  
his	  niece,	  Maud.	  	  Sue	  finds	  out	  the	  truth	  of	  her	  identity	  in	  London	  and	  goes	  back	  
to	  Briar	  the	  rightful	  heir,	  Maud	  having	  been	  swapped	  as	  an	  infant	  by	  the	  baby	  
farmer,	  Mrs	  Sucksby	  in	  order	  to	  protect	  the	  real	  niece	  (Sue)	  from	  the	  fate	  of	  
growing	  up	  with	  her	  uncle,	  Mr	  Lilly.	  	  On	  return	  to	  Briar,	  Sue	  and	  Maud	  are	  re-­‐
acquainted	  and	  it	  becomes	  apparent	  that	  Maud	  has	  taken	  to	  writing	  erotic	  
literature	  in	  order	  to	  make	  a	  living.	  	  This	  final	  fact	  frames	  the	  closing	  scene	  of	  the	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book,	  where	  Maud	  leads	  Sue	  by	  the	  hand	  to	  sit	  near	  the	  fire.	  	  In	  the	  lamp	  light	  
Sue	  says	  that	  ‘Maud	  spreads	  out	  the	  paper	  flat;	  and	  began	  to	  show	  me	  the	  words	  
she	  had	  written,	  one	  by	  one’	  (Waters,	  2002,	  p.	  548).	  	  The	  adaptation	  ‘reads’	  this	  
closing	  shot	  slightly	  differently.	  	  When	  Maud	  is	  asked	  to	  read	  her	  erotic	  literature	  
to	  the	  illiterate	  Sue,	  she	  says,	  it	  reads	  ‘how	  I	  want	  you,	  how	  I	  love	  you’	  (BBC,	  
2005)	  and	  the	  camera	  fades	  with	  a	  kiss.	  	  
	   The	  screen	  writing	  process	  of	  the	  adaptation	  is	  a	  paratext	  in	  the	  broadest	  
sense	  of	  the	  term	  and	  will	  be	  fully	  dealt	  with	  in	  the	  forthcoming	  section	  of	  this	  
chapter.	  	  For	  the	  time	  being,	  the	  emphasis	  here	  is	  focused	  on	  the	  way	  that	  the	  
Internet	  enables	  fans,	  through	  fanzines,	  to	  occupy	  an	  alternative	  space	  in	  the	  
text.	  	  In	  response	  to	  this	  jodief1	  has	  authored	  ‘How	  delicious	  was	  the	  glow’	  
(www.FanFiction.net).	  	  The	  title	  of	  this	  piece	  of	  fan	  fiction	  is	  taken	  from	  the	  title	  
of	  an	  erotic	  story	  that	  Maud	  begins	  to	  read	  to	  Sue	  in	  the	  BBC	  adaptation	  in	  order	  
to	  prove	  how	  morally	  corrupted	  she	  has	  become.	  	  jodief1’s	  story	  is	  in	  three	  parts	  
and	  the	  characters	  (Maud	  and	  Sue)	  retain	  their	  recognisable	  features;	  Sue’s	  
uneducated	  cockney	  accent	  is	  juxtaposed	  against	  Maud’s	  sensitivity	  and	  the	  
setting	  remains	  at	  Briar.	  	  The	  noticeable	  difference	  is	  that	  jodief1’s	  story	  
continues	  the	  life	  of	  Maud	  and	  Sue	  together.	  	  The	  original	  book	  refuses	  to	  gratify	  
the	  reader	  with	  a	  ‘happy	  ever	  after’	  ending,	  leaving	  it	  purposefully	  open.	  	  The	  
subsequent	  BBC	  adaptation,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  suggests	  to	  the	  viewer	  the	  
possibility	  that	  Maud	  and	  Sue	  might	  have	  a	  marriage	  of	  two	  minds,	  but	  offers	  no	  
guarantee.	  	  In	  contrast,	  however,	  jodief1	  develops	  this	  hypothesis	  to	  a	  happy	  
conclusion	  by	  inventing	  Sue	  and	  Maud’s	  romantic	  life	  together,	  thereby	  resolving	  
what	  was	  left	  unresolved	  by	  the	  book	  and	  screen	  and	  enabling	  the	  characters	  to	  
play	  out	  their	  lives	  together.	  
	   In	  presenting	  Maud	  and	  Sue	  in	  a	  conventional	  ‘happy	  ever	  after’	  plot	  line,	  
jodief1’	  s	  fan	  fiction	  does	  not	  disrupt	  any	  hegemonic	  structures.	  	  Rather	  it	  is	  
possible	  to	  argue	  that	  jodief1’s	  re-­‐presentation	  of	  the	  ending	  diminishes	  the	  
impact	  felt	  from	  the	  ingenuity	  of	  the	  paratextual	  format,	  because	  it	  demands	  the	  
story’s	  continuance.	  	  Such	  a	  consequence	  exposes	  the	  limitations	  of	  Barthes’	  
argument	  in	  ‘Death	  of	  the	  Author,’	  because	  he	  could	  not	  have	  anticipated	  the	  
effect	  that	  such	  a	  technology	  like	  the	  Internet	  could	  have	  on	  meaning	  and	  
interpretation.	  	  In	  many	  respects,	  an	  obvious	  lack	  of	  transformative	  quality	  being	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put	  on	  display	  by	  jodief1	  is	  of	  little	  consequence	  to	  main	  the	  argument	  being	  
discussed	  here,	  because	  one	  function	  of	  a	  paratext	  is	  to	  retell	  the	  same	  story	  but	  
from	  multiple	  perspectives.	  	  This	  will	  inevitably	  mean	  that	  some	  fans	  will	  remain	  
immersed	  in	  normative	  structures	  and	  take	  pleasure	  from	  the	  enduring	  
familiarity	  of	  these	  systems	  of	  meaning.	  	  However,	  it	  is	  a	  broader	  concern	  that	  is	  
of	  interest	  here,	  one	  that	  can	  be	  found	  within	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  Internet	  itself	  and	  
through	  its	  capacity	  to	  exceed	  the	  limitations	  of	  borders	  (nations,	  identity	  and	  
race).	  	  jodief1,	  uses	  the	  Internet	  as	  a	  communication	  tool	  for	  her	  fan	  fiction.	  	  But,	  
because	  jodief1	  perpetuates	  the	  existence	  of	  the	  original	  text,	  the	  artifice	  of	  
convention	  cannot	  be	  escaped	  and	  this	  has	  to	  be	  suffered	  rather	  than	  contested.	  	  
	  
Conclusion	  
Through	  the	  proliferation	  of	  spaces	  and	  technologies,	  the	  Internet	  can	  act	  as	  both	  
‘guarantor	  of	  authenticity	  and	  destabilizer[s]	  of	  our	  sense	  of	  “reality”’	  (Glynn,	  
2000,	  p.	  49).	  	  Its	  amorphousness	  means	  that	  it	  is	  impossible	  to	  own	  or	  control,	  so	  
it	  naturally	  defies	  the	  authority	  of	  the	  author.	  	  But,	  the	  question	  that	  was	  posed	  
in	  relation	  to	  authority	  asks	  whether	  the	  fecundity	  of	  the	  Internet	  inevitably	  
compromises	  the	  role	  of	  the	  author	  because	  of	  the	  possibility	  of	  making	  them	  
appear	  unknowable	  or	  worse	  still	  invisible.	  	  The	  answer	  to	  this	  doubt	  lies	  in	  the	  
use	  of	  technology	  itself.	  	  To	  refer	  back	  to	  Grosz’	  work	  here	  once	  more,	  technology	  
can	  provide	  the	  surface	  through	  which	  an	  individual	  can	  access	  and	  experience	  a	  
newness	  of	  desire.	  	  As	  an	  instrument	  used	  to	  create	  cyber-­‐cities	  around	  fan-­‐sites	  
then,	  the	  role	  of	  the	  author,	  as	  the	  originator	  and	  generator	  of	  meaning,	  is	  both	  
preserved,	  and	  desired.	  	  The	  interface	  between	  the	  Internet	  and	  the	  making	  of	  
cultural	  meaning	  is	  potentially	  the	  most	  effective	  landscape	  through	  which	  to	  
chart	  new	  textual	  waters.	  	  This	  is	  because	  interactivity	  of	  this	  nature	  is	  not	  
governed	  by	  the	  conventional	  structures	  of	  meaning.	  	  The	  Internet	  is	  a	  new	  
topographical	  landscape	  that	  refuses	  hierarchal	  structures	  and	  thereby	  
challenges	  dominant	  positions.	  	  Pullen	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  way	  that	  it	  can	  
draw	  together	  diverse	  groups	  of	  people	  and	  produce	  a	  community	  that	  tells	  each	  
other	  new	  stories.	  	  For	  instance,	  Waters’	  fan	  fiction	  subverts	  the	  
heteronormativity	  of	  the	  BBC	  period	  drama.	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Defining	  the	  ‘text’	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  Foucauldian	  theory	  is	  useful	  
when	  seeking	  to	  establish	  the	  modes	  of	  production	  that	  have	  generated	  a	  text,	  
and	  they	  also	  prepare	  the	  ground	  for	  understanding	  the	  way	  that	  a	  text	  is	  
received	  by	  its	  audience.	  	  Indeed	  this	  process	  is	  in	  itself	  complicated	  by	  the	  very	  
‘scripts’	  that	  Foucault	  is	  excavating.	  	  In	  ‘Pleasurable	  Negotiations,’	  Christine	  
Gledhill	  reminds	  us	  that	  the	  reception	  of	  a	  text	  is	  subject	  to	  ‘a	  range	  of	  
determinations,	  potentially	  resistant	  or	  contradictory,	  rising	  from	  the	  differential	  
social	  and	  cultural	  constitution	  of	  readers-­‐	  [sic]	  by	  class,	  gender,	  age,	  personal	  
history,	  and	  so	  on’	  (1994,	  p.	  103).	  	  Negotiating	  these	  social	  referents,	  or	  what	  
Foucault	  would	  deem	  to	  be	  examples	  of	  textual	  afterlives,	  is	  potentially	  the	  
greatest	  obstacle	  to	  a	  reader	  accessing	  a	  text	  in	  its	  most	  liberating	  and	  effective	  
way.	  	  But	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  call	  into	  question	  pre-­‐
determined	  knowledge	  if	  a	  text	  is	  accessed	  via	  mainstream	  culture.	  	  Culture	  as	  
defined	  by	  Raymond	  Williams	  has	  three	  distinct	  definitions,	  the	  ‘ideal,’	  the	  
‘documentary’	  and	  the	  ‘social’	  (1961,	  p	  57).	  	  Each	  of	  these	  definitions	  bleeds	  into	  
the	  next,	  with	  the	  ‘ideal’	  being	  the	  process	  by	  which	  universal	  meaning	  is	  
attained,	  the	  ‘documentary’	  holding	  the	  ‘intellectual	  and	  imaginative	  works’	  and	  
the	  ‘social’	  the	  means	  by	  which	  the	  individual	  accesses	  the	  ‘ideal’	  and	  the	  
‘documentary’	  (ibid,	  p.	  57).	  	  Foucault	  might	  alternatively	  term	  these	  stages	  as	  
‘guilt,’	  ‘conscience’	  and	  ‘duty’	  as	  their	  ‘bloody	  inception’	  is	  the	  product	  of	  
humanity’s	  violence	  upon	  itself	  (ibid,	  p.	  85).	  In	  saying	  this,	  Foucault	  brings	  to	  the	  
surface	  the	  fissures	  that	  the	  effective	  seeks	  to	  dismantle.	  He	  challenges	  the	  
process	  by	  which	  the	  construction	  of	  cultural	  memory	  is	  seen	  as	  linear	  and	  
disrupts	  them	  through	  the	  interventions	  of	  the	  author-­‐figure	  and	  the	  reflexive	  
process	  of	  writing.	  
Waters	  is	  able	  to	  challenge	  these	  perceptions	  from	  the	  public	  platform	  
she	  occupies	  in	  order	  to	  advocate	  for	  gay	  rights.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  she	  uses	  her	  
academic	  background	  to	  promote	  the	  persona	  of	  a	  ‘public	  intellectual,’	  while	  at	  
the	  same	  time,	  discussing	  the	  context	  of	  her	  books	  at	  festivals	  and	  talks.	  	  She	  
presents	  an	  authenticated	  public	  profile	  that	  reflects	  the	  subject	  matter	  of	  her	  
stories,	  clearly	  connecting	  her	  own	  sexuality	  with	  her	  desire	  to	  create	  a	  
sustainable	  lesbian	  heritage	  for	  working-­‐class	  gay	  women.	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This	  chapter	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  life	  shapes	  her	  work	  and	  the	  
creative	  capacity	  of	  her	  novels.	  	  Waters’	  writing	  seeks	  to	  disrupt	  traditional	  
cultural	  narratives	  that	  have	  sought	  to	  define	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  as	  one	  that	  is	  
‘freakish’	  and	  her	  work	  also	  illustrates	  how	  historical	  representation	  cannot	  be	  
relied	  upon.	  	  For	  example	  she	  demonstrates	  how	  social	  discourse	  has	  evolved	  to	  
exclude	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  from	  civic	  participation.	  	  In	  order	  to	  challenge	  these	  
fixed	  positions	  of	  meaning,	  this	  chapter	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  work	  interfaces	  
with	  different	  surfaces	  and	  technology	  and,	  in	  so	  doing,	  creates	  opportunities	  for	  
additional	  experiences	  of	  textual	  desire.	  Chapter	  two	  will	  continue	  to	  examine	  
ideas	  for	  alternative	  territories	  of	  desire	  and	  meaning	  as	  it	  further	  explores	  the	  
ways	  in	  which	  the	  social	  effort	  has	  consistently	  marginalised	  lesbian	  lived	  
existence	  and	  denied	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  the	  opportunity	  to	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Introduction	  
This	  chapter	  examines	  the	  way	  Sarah	  Waters’	  historical	  fiction	  can	  be	  read	  as	  a	  
moving	  response	  to	  the	  dominating	  forces	  of	  conventional	  history.	  	  In	  one	  sense	  
Waters’	  work	  takes	  the	  reader	  on	  an	  emotional	  journey,	  as	  she	  rearticulates	  
female	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  new	  territories.	  	  New	  
topographies	  of	  desire	  are	  discovered	  from	  within	  the	  hidden	  places	  of	  the	  
historical	  narrative	  that	  she	  exposes	  and	  out	  of	  the	  textual	  spaces	  that	  Waters’	  
fiction	  reveals.	  	  Yet	  in	  another	  sense,	  Waters’	  writing	  is	  mobile	  and	  imbued	  with	  
movement.	  	  	  Her	  work	  reinvigorates	  the	  social	  and	  cultural	  representations	  of	  
women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  through	  a	  sense	  of	  proximity,	  showing	  how	  the	  
distance	  between	  points	  of	  fixed	  ideologies	  can	  be	  traversed	  and	  their	  
remoteness	  reversed.	  	  Beginning	  with	  a	  discussion	  focused	  on	  the	  important	  role	  
that	  the	  woman’s	  historical	  novel	  has	  played	  in	  the	  emancipation	  of	  female	  
subjectivity,	  this	  chapter	  will	  then	  consider	  the	  way	  Waters	  has	  continued	  this	  
literary	  conviction	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  ways	  she	  has	  remapped	  same-­‐sex	  lived	  
existence.	  	  It	  will	  show	  how	  Waters’	  writing	  conveys	  a	  sense	  of	  her	  own	  political	  
intellectualism	  in	  terms	  of	  her	  engagement	  in	  the	  gay	  and	  lesbian	  community.	  	  
The	  Woman’s	  Historical	  Novel	  experienced	  a	  significant	  change	  in	  direction	  that	  
coincided	  with	  the	  rise	  of	  women’s	  expectations	  through	  suffrage	  and	  socialism	  
(Wallace,	  2008).	  	  In	  light	  of	  this,	  this	  chapter	  will	  explore	  an	  inbuilt	  tension	  
within	  the	  genre	  on	  the	  relative	  nature	  and	  relationship	  of	  history	  to	  fiction.	  	  
Historical	  fiction	  enables	  what	  is	  generally	  considered	  as	  fact	  (history)	  to	  be	  
considered	  alongside	  invention	  (fiction).	  	  	  
Waters	  typically	  provides	  a	  list	  of	  bibliographic	  sources	  she	  has	  drawn	  
upon	  within	  each	  of	  her	  books	  in	  order	  to	  reconstruct	  the	  lives	  of	  working	  class	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lesbians	  at	  given	  times	  in	  history.	  	  Waters’	  book	  covers	  also	  carry	  reference	  to	  
her	  academic	  achievements,	  as	  a	  PhD	  scholar	  and	  also	  as	  an	  academic.	  	  These	  
two	  aspects	  of	  her	  authorship	  stress	  a	  commitment	  to	  historical	  accuracy	  and	  a	  
keenness	  to	  respond	  critically	  to	  historical	  sources.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  presenting	  a	  list	  
of	  citable	  sources	  tells	  the	  reader	  that	  research	  has	  taken	  place	  and	  has	  informed	  
the	  story	  being	  read.	  	  This	  knowledge	  creates	  an	  area	  of	  conflict	  whereby	  readers	  
are	  asked	  by	  Waters	  to	  consider	  the	  nature	  of	  historical	  truth.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  one	  
might	  query	  that	  if	  the	  setting	  in	  the	  story	  appears	  historically	  correct,	  then	  
perhaps	  so	  too	  are	  the	  lives	  being	  presented	  of	  those	  who	  inhabit	  those	  spaces	  
and	  places.	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  show	  how	  Waters	  places	  working	  class	  women	  
who	  desire	  other	  women	  in	  meaningful	  social	  situations	  that	  contrast	  with	  their	  
traditional	  historical	  presentation	  within	  social	  and	  cultural	  narratives.	  	  It	  will	  be	  
shown	  how	  these	  examples	  directly	  contrast	  with	  orthodox	  ideas	  of	  lesbianism	  
and,	  as	  such,	  how	  the	  genre	  of	  woman’s	  historical	  fiction	  is	  a	  liberating	  force	  for	  
minority	  representations.	  	  
Waters	  is	  driven	  by	  many	  of	  the	  same	  incentives	  as	  the	  early	  pioneers	  of	  
the	  woman’s	  historical	  novel,	  in	  particular	  the	  desire	  to	  resist	  the	  historical	  
narratives	  that	  have	  defined	  same	  sex	  lived	  existence.	  	  The	  representation	  of	  
same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  literature	  has	  had	  a	  tendency	  to	  deny	  women	  any	  sense	  of	  
self.	  	  This	  has	  created	  a	  disjunction	  between	  the	  ways	  traditional	  historical	  
narratives	  universalise	  the	  lived	  experience	  of	  lesbianism,	  in	  comparison	  to	  the	  
lived	  existence	  of	  lesbians	  alive	  at	  the	  time.i	  	  As	  a	  scholar	  of	  historical	  fiction,	  
Waters	  recognises	  this	  positional	  incompatibility.	  	  In	  response,	  this	  chapter	  will	  
demonstrate	  how	  Waters	  uses	  the	  historical	  novel	  to	  respond	  to	  the	  
universalising	  of	  lesbian	  experience.	  	  Here	  it	  will	  be	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  fiction	  
houses	  a	  creative	  energy	  that	  is	  able	  to	  oppose	  these	  defining	  narratives	  of	  same-­‐
sex	  desire.	  	  On	  being	  interviewed	  for	  this	  thesis	  Waters	  identifies	  the	  motivations	  
behind	  her	  writing.	  	  She	  talks	  of	  the	  ways	  that	  her	  own	  life	  experiences	  provide	  
an	  intuitive	  impetus	  to	  her	  work	  (2010).	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  draw	  on	  this	  
interview	  in	  order	  to	  demonstrate	  how	  Waters’	  intimate	  knowledge	  of	  her	  
subject	  matter	  is	  an	  essential	  aspect	  to	  her	  writing.	  	  It	  will	  show	  that	  she	  uses	  her	  
fiction	  to	  respond	  to	  the	  patriarchal	  treatment	  of	  lesbians.	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Lesbians	  have	  been	  consistently	  denied	  a	  meaningful	  public	  voice,	  
because	  their	  sexual	  behaviour	  has	  been	  continually	  subject	  to	  public	  debate.	  	  In	  
particular,	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  century	  saw	  unprecedented	  interest	  in	  same	  sex	  
relationships	  as	  attitudes	  towards	  the	  laws	  of	  morality	  mingled	  with	  the	  rising	  
influence	  of	  sexology	  and	  psychological	  determinism.	  	  Rebecca	  Jennings	  in	  her	  
book	  A	  Lesbian	  History	  of	  Britain	  tells	  us	  ‘the	  field	  of	  medicine	  was	  emerging	  as	  a	  
particularly	  powerful	  scientific	  discourse,	  with	  growing	  social	  and	  political	  
influence’	  (2007,	  p.	  75).	  	  At	  the	  time	  sexologists	  wielded	  enough	  ‘social	  power’	  to	  
cast	  themselves	  as	  experts	  in	  the	  field	  of	  sexuality,	  arguing	  that	  sexual	  deviancy	  
was	  no	  longer	  a	  moral	  issue,	  but	  rather	  a	  medical	  one	  (Jennings,	  2007,	  p.	  75).	  	  
The	  voice	  of	  sexology	  displaced	  the	  notion	  that	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  was	  a	  choice	  for	  
those	  involved.	  	  Instead	  it	  maintained	  that	  it	  was	  a	  manifestation	  of	  pathological	  
behaviour	  that	  could	  be	  anticipated	  in	  certain	  individuals.	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  
sexology	  was	  used	  to	  type	  people	  and	  identify	  potential	  trangressives.ii	  	  Waters’	  
historical	  fiction	  counters	  such	  castigation	  of	  lesbians,	  because	  she	  shows	  same-­‐
sex	  desire	  in	  meaningful	  situations.	  	  She	  situates	  her	  characters	  and	  stories	  at	  a	  
time	  when	  lesbianism	  was	  not	  socially	  acceptable	  and	  therefore	  not	  seen	  or	  
understood	  by	  the	  mainstream.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  her	  novels	  help	  dispel	  the	  
myth	  of	  deviancy	  created	  by	  sexology,	  as	  her	  stories	  validate	  lesbian	  lived	  
existence	  and	  at	  the	  same	  time	  construct	  an	  alternative	  history	  of	  female	  
experience.	  	  Moreover,	  this	  chapter	  will	  examine	  how	  Waters	  uses	  her	  own	  life	  
experience	  as	  a	  lesbian	  in	  order	  to	  affirm	  lesbian	  identity	  and	  break	  the	  
historical	  silence	  that	  kept	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  captive.	  This	  thesis	  
highlights	  how	  Waters	  uses	  her	  writing	  and	  her	  status	  as	  a	  writer	  in	  a	  conscious	  
manner	  in	  order	  to	  guide	  the	  reading	  experience.	  	  Chapter	  one	  shows	  how	  the	  
presence	  of	  a	  second	  authorial	  self	  ‘talks	  back’	  to	  and	  displaces	  the	  social	  stigma	  
accorded	  to	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  progress	  the	  discussion	  on	  
governing	  consciousness	  further	  in	  order	  to	  show	  how	  Waters	  uses	  her	  own	  
sense	  of	  self	  as	  the	  creative	  fuel	  for	  her	  work	  and	  engages	  with	  new	  histories	  of	  
same-­‐sex	  desire	  that	  her	  work	  assembles.	  	  	  	  
	  The	  act	  of	  talking	  back	  is	  a	  potent	  form	  of	  resistance	  and	  has	  been	  
deployed	  by	  women	  writers	  against	  their	  cultural	  treatment	  before.	  For	  example,	  
black-­‐feminist	  bell	  hooks	  argues	  in	  her	  essay	  ‘Talking	  Back’	  that	  ‘writing	  was	  a	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way	  to	  capture	  speech,	  to	  hold	  onto	  it,	  to	  keep	  it	  close’	  (1990,	  p.	  340).	  	  The	  need	  
to	  ‘hold	  onto’	  and	  ‘keep	  close’	  the	  language	  hooks	  is	  articulating	  shows	  her	  
exclusion	  from	  the	  dominant	  narratives	  that	  surround	  her.	  	  Yet,	  at	  the	  same	  time	  
hooks	  demonstrates	  how	  the	  act	  of	  writing	  is	  also	  a	  dynamic	  energy	  force	  able	  to	  
‘capture’	  language	  and	  to	  re-­‐appropriate	  it.	  	  As	  such,	  talking	  back	  is	  a	  form	  of	  
resistance	  and	  reproduction	  of	  an	  authenticated	  version	  of	  the	  self.	  	  Here,	  this	  
chapter	  will	  maintain	  that	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  read	  Waters’	  work	  alongside	  the	  
theories	  of	  other	  oppressed	  groups,	  like	  black-­‐feminists,	  in	  order	  to	  produce	  new	  
and	  interesting	  ideas	  on	  the	  silenced	  histories	  of	  working	  class	  women	  who	  love	  
other	  women.	  iii	  Just	  as	  hooks	  has	  used	  the	  notion	  of	  talking	  back	  to	  assert	  
minority	  black	  voices,	  this	  chapter	  will	  show	  how	  Waters	  uses	  her	  desire	  to	  
write	  and	  publish	  as	  a	  way	  of	  recasting	  the	  lives	  of	  working	  class	  lesbians	  who	  
have	  been	  crowded	  out	  of	  the	  historical	  archive.	  
When	  authentic	  representations	  of	  lived	  existence	  are	  presented	  in	  
literature,	  reading	  them	  can	  become	  a	  self-­‐affirming	  process	  for	  members	  of	  
minority	  groups.	  	  In	  The	  Literature	  of	  Lesbianism	  Terry	  Castle	  makes	  this	  point	  
evident.	  	  She	  says	  ‘[l]iterature	  seems	  to	  answer	  the	  need	  for	  a	  tribal	  history	  and	  
to	  confirm	  one’s	  importance	  in	  the	  world’	  (2003,	  p.	  1).	  	  Castle	  uses	  the	  idea	  of	  the	  
tribe	  to	  signify	  lesbians	  as	  a	  group	  of	  people	  with	  a	  common	  interest	  and	  a	  
shared	  background.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  concept	  of	  the	  ‘tribal’	  makes	  it	  clear	  
that	  the	  practices	  of	  lesbianism	  are	  excluded	  from	  the	  conventions	  of	  normal	  
society.	  	  Traditional	  lesbian	  identities	  have	  been	  overtly	  constructed	  from	  
literatures	  that	  undermine	  any	  ideas	  of	  their	  social	  inclusion	  and	  this	  naturally	  
suppresses	  the	  preserving	  of	  the	  lived	  existence	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  
women.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  it	  might	  be	  suggested	  that	  a	  lesbian	  genealogy	  that	  is	  
a	  genuine	  representation	  of	  the	  scope	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  is	  missing	  from	  
social	  recording,	  because,	  as	  Castle’s	  work	  shows,	  lesbian	  identity	  has	  been	  cast	  
in	  the	  most	  part	  as	  sexless	  friendships	  from	  as	  far	  back	  as	  recordings	  have	  been	  
made.	  	  Similarly,	  the	  studies	  of	  lesbian	  experience	  by	  notable	  nineteenth	  century	  
sexologists	  like	  Havelock	  Ellis	  rationalized	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  through	  a	  series	  of	  
medicialised	  narratives	  in	  response	  to	  what	  it	  deemed	  as	  unorthodox	  behaviours	  
(Studies	  in	  the	  Psychology	  of	  Sex,	  1897).	  	  In	  these	  states	  the	  desiring	  self	  is	  
detached	  from	  lesbian	  experience	  and,	  as	  such,	  sex	  between	  women	  becomes	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socially	  inconceivable.iv	  	  Castle	  maintains	  that	  ‘female	  same-­‐sex	  love	  has	  
remained	  […]	  a	  taboo	  subject,	  one	  too	  fraught	  with	  anxiety	  to	  allow	  for	  general	  
acknowledgement’	  (2003,	  p.	  8).	  	  The	  ‘anxiety’	  highlighted	  here	  draws	  attention	  
to	  social	  concerns	  about	  female	  sexuality	  and	  the	  struggle	  to	  control	  it.	  Waters	  
directly	  addresses	  these	  social	  concerns	  when	  she	  recasts	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  
ordinary,	  mainstream	  landscapes,	  environments	  and	  circumstances.	  	  To	  her	  
lesbian	  readership	  she	  is	  validating	  their	  past	  and	  generating	  a	  genealogy	  that	  
shows	  working	  class	  women	  who	  desire	  other	  women	  as	  active	  participants	  in	  
society.	  	  
The	  characters	  and	  stories	  that	  Waters	  fictionalises	  serve	  to	  offer	  a	  view	  
of	  working	  class	  lesbian	  life	  that	  so	  little	  is	  known	  about.	  	  Traditional	  history	  
tends	  to	  retell	  the	  stories	  of	  success,	  rather	  than	  the	  stories	  of	  the	  ordinary	  
everyday.	  	  E.P	  Thompson’s	  influential	  essay	  ‘History	  from	  Below’	  makes	  us	  
aware	  of	  this,	  as	  he	  attempts	  to	  question	  the	  way	  social	  history	  has	  been	  
recorded	  and	  represented	  (1966).	  	  Thompson’s	  essay	  foregrounds	  the	  narratives	  
of	  ordinary	  events	  and	  ordinary	  people	  against	  the	  historical	  idioms	  of	  the	  
political	  elite.	  	  Since	  first	  aired,	  the	  notion	  of	  ‘history	  from	  below’	  has	  taken	  
shape	  and	  become	  increasingly	  popular	  with	  writers	  who	  are	  engaged	  with	  
rescuing	  past	  experiences	  which	  have	  largely	  been	  neglected.	  	  In	  Society	  Must	  be	  
Defended	  Michel	  Foucault	  calls	  the	  notion	  of	  hidden	  histories	  ‘subjugated	  
knowledge’	  and	  refers	  to	  ‘a	  whole	  series	  of	  knowledges	  that	  have	  been	  
disqualified	  as	  nonconceptual	  knowledges,	  as	  insufficient	  elaborated	  
knowledges:	  naïve	  knowledges,	  hierarchically	  inferior	  knowledges,	  knowledges	  
that	  are	  below	  the	  required	  level	  of	  erudition	  or	  scientificity’	  ([1976],	  2003,	  7).	  
The	  hidden	  lives	  of	  lesbians	  are	  ‘subjugated	  knowledge,’	  precisely	  because	  same-­‐
sex	  desire	  was	  not	  considered	  socially	  permissible	  or	  acceptable.	  	  Thus	  lesbian	  
culture	  became	  a	  sub-­‐culture,	  hidden	  out	  of	  the	  way	  of	  convention.	  	  Waters’	  
fiction	  demonstrates,	  however,	  that	  it	  is	  not	  the	  act	  of	  concealment	  that	  is	  as	  
telling	  as	  the	  act	  of	  revealing.	  	  The	  excluded	  knowledges	  that	  Foucault	  says	  are	  
‘naïve,’	  ‘nonconceptual,’	  and	  ‘inferior’	  are	  themselves	  the	  stories	  of	  difference	  
and	  variety	  and	  are	  not	  capable	  of	  ‘unanimity’	  (ibid,	  p.	  9).	  	  In	  these	  cases	  these	  
histories	  represent	  the	  knowledge	  of	  the	  ‘buried	  and	  the	  disqualified’	  (ibid,	  p.	  9).	  
In	  this	  regard,	  lesbian	  history	  has	  been	  subject	  to	  denial	  and	  disavowal.	  	  Lesbian	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heritage	  has	  been	  forced	  to	  reside	  in	  the	  margins,	  because	  of	  its	  ‘inferiority.’	  	  So	  
little	  is	  known	  about	  working	  class	  lesbian	  life	  that	  the	  genealogy	  of	  its	  history	  is	  
one	  of	  ‘struggles’	  rather	  than	  one	  of	  successes	  (Foucault,	  2003,	  p.	  9).	  	  	  As	  a	  
consequence,	  this	  chapter	  will	  read	  Waters’	  work	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  
histories	  from	  below	  and	  argue	  that	  as	  Waters’	  writing	  reveals	  the	  hidden	  
histories	  of	  lesbian	  life,	  she	  performs	  what	  Foucault	  would	  call	  a	  ‘meticulous	  
rediscovery	  of	  struggles	  and	  the	  raw	  memory	  of	  fights’	  (ibid,	  p.	  9).	  	  In	  other	  
words,	  through	  Waters’	  work	  the	  ‘struggles’	  and	  ‘fights’	  of	  everyday	  lesbian	  
desire	  will	  foreground	  the	  non-­‐validated	  examples	  of	  female	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  
Likewise,	  it	  will	  be	  argued	  that	  her	  work	  will	  provide	  new	  models	  of	  lesbianism	  
to	  form	  an	  authenticated	  genealogy	  of	  lesbian	  existence.	  	  
The	  historical	  novels	  that	  Waters	  writes	  provide	  women	  with	  a	  significant	  
space	  in	  which	  to	  resist,	  reshape	  and	  respond	  to	  traditional	  representations	  of	  
the	  feminine	  in	  history.	  	  At	  the	  Derby	  Book	  Festival	  of	  2015	  Waters	  maintained	  
that	  conventional	  historical	  narratives	  tend	  only	  to	  record	  public	  events	  and,	  as	  
women	  have	  generally	  been	  associated	  with	  the	  interior	  domestic	  space,	  their	  
stories	  are	  often	  unreported	  or	  maligned.	  	  In	  response	  to	  the	  way	  history	  has	  
consistently	  sidelined	  and	  marginalised	  the	  cultural	  position	  of	  women,	  this	  
chapter	  will	  show	  how	  the	  historical	  novel	  offers	  women	  readers	  and	  writers	  an	  
alternative	  ‘historical’	  space	  in	  which	  to	  create	  all-­‐embracing	  versions	  of	  
history.v	  	  In	  particular	  it	  will	  maintain	  that	  the	  minority	  voices	  of	  working	  class	  
lesbians	  have,	  until	  very	  recently,	  been	  languishing	  and	  unheard	  by	  mainstream	  
society.	  	  This	  is	  an	  important	  point	  to	  draw	  attention	  to,	  because,	  as	  Yvette	  
Taylor’s	  study	  Working-­class	  Lesbian	  Life:	  Classed	  Outsiders	  (2007)	  makes	  clear,	  
class	  is	  a	  major	  defining	  factor	  in	  the	  way	  that	  women	  invest	  in	  the	  society	  
around	  them:	  it	  determines	  their	  sense	  of	  belonging	  to	  their	  families,	  workplaces	  
and	  communities,	  as	  well	  as	  personal	  and	  political	  beliefs.	  	  In	  other	  words,	  class	  
shapes	  both	  the	  existence	  and	  the	  experience	  of	  the	  individual,	  as	  it	  heavily	  
influences	  the	  life	  choices	  women	  make.	  Taylor	  maintains	  that	  while	  class	  is	  a	  
defining	  factor	  in	  the	  way	  women	  see	  themselves,	  it	  is	  an	  issue	  made	  more	  
complicated	  by	  the	  knowledge	  that	  one’s	  sexuality	  directly	  contravenes	  cultural	  
expectations.	  	  As	  such,	  fear	  of	  being	  exposed	  as	  an	  outsider	  by	  the	  non-­‐	  
homosexual	  working	  classes	  has	  contributed	  towards	  the	  silenced	  status	  of	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working	  class	  lesbians.	  With	  these	  tensions	  at	  their	  uppermost,	  this	  chapter	  will	  
highlight	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters	  has	  exploited	  the	  creative	  possibilities	  of	  the	  
genre	  in	  order	  to	  recast	  same	  sex	  desire	  for	  the	  heterosexual	  mainstream	  from	  
the	  perspective	  of	  a	  homosexual,	  working	  class,	  ordinary	  woman.	  	  
When	  Sarah	  Waters	  began	  writing	  Tipping	  The	  Velvet	  she	  had	  just	  
completed	  a	  PhD	  thesis	  in	  the	  area	  of	  lesbian	  and	  gay	  historical	  fictions	  entitled	  
‘Wolfskins	  and	  Togas:	  Lesbian	  and	  Gay	  Historical	  Fictions	  1870	  to	  Present,’	  
(1995).	  	  As	  a	  consequence	  of	  the	  research	  she	  conducted	  for	  her	  study,	  Waters	  
recognised	  that	  there	  were	  few,	  if	  any,	  meaningful	  records	  of	  working	  class	  
lesbian	  lived	  existence	  in	  the	  public	  domain.	  	  The	  introduction	  to	  her	  PhD	  draws	  
attention	  to	  this	  very	  issue.	  	  Waters	  maintains	  that	  lesbians	  looked	  to	  ‘historical	  
cultures,	  sub-­‐culture	  and	  icons’	  as	  a	  way	  of	  giving	  credibility	  to	  and	  justification	  
for	  their	  way	  of	  life	  (1995,	  p.	  6).	  	  She	  states	  that	  social	  models	  of	  female	  same	  sex	  
desire	  have	  been	  conceived	  by	  way	  of	  looking	  back	  to	  the	  “‘Sapphists”	  and	  
“lesbians’”	  who	  inhabited	  ancient	  places	  and	  intellectual	  spaces,	  as	  this,	  she	  
suggests,	  presents	  lesbians	  with	  an	  ‘elaborate,	  sometimes	  prestigious	  genealogy’	  
to	  reference	  (ibid,	  p.	  6).	  	  Lesbians	  recall	  ancient	  cultural	  ties,	  because	  it	  
compensates	  for	  residual	  anxieties	  relating	  to	  their	  sense	  of	  belonging	  to	  the	  
places	  they	  live	  in	  the	  present.	  	  Yet,	  the	  irony	  is	  that	  these	  historical	  associations	  
contribute	  towards	  making	  same	  sex	  desire	  more	  remote,	  because	  they	  are	  
based	  on	  fictive,	  literary	  imaginations	  and	  cannot	  be	  sustained.	  	  	  
‘Wolfskins	  and	  Togas’	  documents	  how	  lesbianism	  has	  developed	  in	  the	  
cultural	  consciousness	  of	  Western	  society	  from	  a	  series	  of	  replayed,	  exaggerated	  
stereotypes.	  	  Though	  these	  are	  socially	  acceptable,	  nevertheless	  they	  can	  be	  seen	  
to	  be	  subjectively	  artificial,	  because	  they	  are	  perfidious.	  	  Their	  iconography	  
forms	  an	  exaggerated	  history	  that	  is	  unattainable	  for	  many	  women	  who	  love	  
other	  women,	  because	  such	  an	  identity	  is	  grounded	  in	  the	  mythical	  romance	  of	  
the	  ancient	  Greeks.	  	  In	  response	  this	  chapter	  will	  seek	  to	  show	  how	  Waters’	  
fiction	  moves	  away	  from	  Sapphic-­‐landscapes	  and	  makes	  use	  of	  the	  settings	  
associated	  with	  the	  working	  classes.	  	  It	  will	  examine	  how	  working	  class	  settings,	  
like	  the	  domestic	  space	  and	  the	  work	  place	  present	  modern	  lesbians	  with	  a	  
genealogy	  that	  is	  much	  closer	  to	  real	  life	  than	  the	  fictive	  imaginations	  of	  myth	  
and	  distance.	  	  It	  will	  show	  how	  Waters’	  work	  moves	  from	  iconography	  towards	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the	  materiality	  of	  experience.	  	  Moreover,	  it	  will	  argue	  that	  a	  lesbian	  identity	  
assembled	  from	  the	  ordinary	  lives	  of	  ordinary	  people	  is	  a	  more	  viable	  form	  of	  
genealogical	  reference	  than	  the	  one	  previous	  models	  of	  existence	  have	  been	  
founded	  upon.	  	  In	  his	  essay	  ‘Nietzsche,	  Genealogy,	  History’	  Michel	  Foucault	  
reminds	  us	  that	  truth	  is	  ‘undoubtedly	  the	  sort	  of	  error	  that	  cannot	  be	  refuted	  
because	  it	  was	  hardened	  into	  an	  unalterable	  form	  in	  the	  long	  baking	  process	  of	  
history’	  (1971,	  p.	  79).	  	  There	  is	  a	  sense	  when	  reading	  Waters	  that	  she	  is	  acutely	  
aware	  of	  this	  situation	  and	  that	  the	  void	  in	  the	  literary	  representation	  of	  working	  
class	  lesbian	  life	  only	  seeks	  to	  perpetuate	  the	  ‘errors’	  Foucault	  refers	  to.	  	  If	  the	  
‘baking	  process	  of	  history’	  cooks	  only	  a	  slim	  and	  obscured	  definition	  of	  lesbian	  
identity,	  then	  surely	  large	  gaps	  exist	  in	  its	  evolution.	  	  In	  respect	  of	  this	  point,	  this	  
chapter	  will	  use	  Foucault	  to	  disentangle	  lesbian	  identity	  from	  the	  typical	  literary	  
representations	  with	  which	  it	  has	  become	  associated	  and	  apply	  his	  notion	  of	  
‘genealogy’	  to	  highlight	  how	  ‘truth	  or	  being	  does	  not	  lie	  at	  the	  root	  of	  what	  we	  
know	  and	  what	  we	  are,	  but	  the	  exteriority	  of	  accidents’	  (1971,	  p.	  81).	  	  Waters’	  
subject	  matter	  intervenes	  in	  the	  continuity	  of	  same	  sex	  representation,	  so	  it	  will	  
be	  suggested	  that	  her	  work	  is	  part	  of	  the	  ‘exteriority	  of	  accidents’	  Foucault	  refers	  
to.	  	  	  	  	  
	  
Women’s	  Historical	  Fiction	  
In	  2008	  Diana	  Wallace	  published	  The	  Women’s	  Historical	  Novel.	  	  This	  book	  is	  an	  
influential	  study	  of	  the	  genre	  of	  women’s	  historical	  fiction	  and	  was	  written	  by	  
Wallace	  as	  a	  response	  to	  what	  she	  saw	  at	  the	  time	  as	  an	  ‘extraordinary	  critical	  
neglect’	  of	  the	  area	  of	  women’s	  writing	  (2008,	  p.	  3).	  	  Yet,	  despite	  this	  oversight,	  
Wallace	  sees	  that	  ‘the	  historical	  novel	  has	  been	  one	  of	  the	  most	  important	  genres	  
for	  women	  writers	  and	  readers	  in	  the	  twentieth	  century’	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  The	  
‘importance’	  of	  the	  form	  for	  both	  women	  readers	  and	  writers	  alike,	  is	  ostensibly	  
to	  do	  with	  the	  sense	  of	  control	  it	  delivers.	  	  Historical	  fiction	  provides	  women	  
with	  a	  license	  to	  imagine	  their	  lived	  existence	  and	  agency	  in	  ways	  previously	  
denied	  to	  them.	  	  As	  Wallace’s	  study	  maintains,	  women	  have	  been	  traditionally	  
conceived	  of	  and	  constructed	  through	  the	  narratives	  of	  others.	  	  She	  says	  ‘what	  
happened	  in	  the	  past	  has	  always	  been	  the	  result	  of	  selection,	  presentation,	  and	  
even	  downright	  falsification	  based	  on	  particular	  ideologies	  and	  viewpoints’	  (ibid,	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p.	  3).	  	  Here	  the	  consequence	  for	  women	  who	  are	  the	  objects	  of	  	  ‘selective	  
presentation’	  and	  certain	  ‘ideological	  viewpoints’	  is	  that	  they	  often	  do	  not	  
identify	  with	  the	  way	  their	  sex	  is	  typically	  reported	  in	  social	  and	  historical	  
narratives.	  	  As	  Wallace	  maintains,	  ‘lack	  of	  records,	  the	  inappropriateness	  of	  
standard	  periodisation	  and	  chronology,	  and	  the	  focus	  on	  public	  events’	  have	  
contributed	  towards	  the	  problems	  involved	  in	  writing	  traditional	  history	  which	  
fully	  encompasses	  the	  experience	  of	  women	  (ibid,	  p.	  2).	  	  Female	  association	  with	  
the	  domestic	  space	  ordinarily	  precludes	  them	  from	  ‘public	  events’	  and	  so	  one	  
might	  argue	  that	  women	  who	  read	  conventional	  historical	  narratives	  know	  that	  
they	  are	  not	  represented	  in	  the	  fullest	  of	  terms.	  	  As	  such,	  reading	  historical	  
narratives	  compounds	  in	  women	  their	  sense	  of	  being	  marginalised	  even	  more	  
and	  reinforces	  knowledge	  of	  their	  exclusion	  from	  social	  positions.	  	  These	  issues	  
of	  segregation	  and	  control	  are	  the	  same	  type	  of	  sentiments	  echoed	  by	  Waters	  at	  
the	  Derby	  Book	  Festival	  in	  2015.	  	  During	  her	  talk	  Waters	  too	  suggested	  that	  
women	  are	  not	  seen	  as	  active	  participants	  in	  history	  by	  the	  recorders	  of	  history.	  	  
In	  respect	  of	  this,	  female	  subjectivity	  has	  often	  been	  contained	  in	  order	  to	  service	  
patriarchal	  imperatives,	  ideologies	  and	  viewpoints.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  the	  genre	  
of	  the	  historical	  novel	  is	  important	  for	  women,	  because	  it	  gives	  them	  a	  creative,	  
fictional	  space	  to	  address	  the	  deficits	  in	  the	  historical	  record.	  	  It	  is	  a	  form	  of	  
writing	  that	  enables	  women	  to	  resist	  culturally	  allocated	  female	  histories,	  
because	  women	  readers	  and	  writers	  can	  participate	  in	  the	  process	  of	  their	  
fictional	  rewriting.	  	  
As	  a	  form	  of	  expression	  historical	  fiction	  appeared	  to	  be	  a	  natural	  draw	  to	  
women	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century,	  as	  it	  chimed	  well	  with	  women	  who	  held	  a	  
greater	  desire	  than	  ever	  to	  participate	  in	  society.	  vi	  Bonnie	  G	  Smith	  argues	  in	  her	  
essay	  ‘The	  Contribution	  of	  Women	  to	  Historiography	  in	  Great	  Britain,	  France	  and	  
the	  U.S’	  that	  historical	  fiction	  offered	  women	  ‘a	  double	  world	  […]	  in	  which	  the	  
public	  moment	  both	  influenced	  and	  formed	  the	  background	  for	  domestic	  
experience’	  (1984,	  p.	  721).	  	  Here	  the	  notion	  of	  ‘the	  moment’	  is	  very	  telling	  for	  
women’s	  historical	  fiction,	  because	  its	  popularity	  as	  a	  genre	  began	  to	  increase	  as	  
events	  in	  society	  led	  women	  out	  of	  the	  home	  and	  into	  the	  work	  place.	  	  For	  
instance,	  the	  conflict	  of	  the	  First	  World	  War	  gave	  women	  a	  greater	  sense	  of	  self-­‐	  
worth	  and	  independence	  from	  the	  family,	  home	  and	  tradition.	  	  Wallace	  highlights	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how	  the	  war	  effort	  increasingly	  led	  women	  into	  taking	  on	  paid	  employment	  
outside	  of	  the	  home	  in	  places	  like	  offices	  and	  factories.	  	  She	  says,	  ‘women	  took	  on	  
roles	  in	  munitions	  factories	  and	  also	  retrained	  in	  medicine	  and	  teaching’	  
(Wallace,	  2008,	  p.	  28).	  	  In	  this	  way,	  the	  war	  directly	  benefitted	  women,	  because	  it	  
helped	  re-­‐define	  their	  gender.	  	  For	  example,	  women	  on	  the	  home	  front	  shored	  up	  
the	  war	  effort.	  	  In	  learning	  new	  employment	  skills,	  women	  showed	  that	  they	  
were	  capable	  of	  supporting	  the	  household	  income.	  	  Similarly,	  the	  war	  paved	  the	  
way	  for	  the	  women’s	  suffrage	  movement	  to	  be	  formally	  recognised	  as	  a	  political	  
movement	  and	  the	  right	  to	  vote	  was	  achieved.	  	  In	  light	  of	  these	  social	  
developments	  historical	  fiction	  presented	  women	  with	  the	  opportunity	  to	  draw	  
attention	  to	  their	  ‘double	  world’	  both	  in	  terms	  of	  what	  they	  had	  been	  
traditionally	  excluded	  from	  and	  what	  they	  had	  newly	  experienced.	  	  Women’s	  
exposure	  to	  the	  newness	  of	  the	  paid	  workplace	  and	  elsewhere	  enabled	  them	  to	  
write	  about	  their	  participation	  in	  society	  in	  ways	  that	  were	  usually	  reserved	  for	  
men.	  	  Unsurprisingly,	  given	  what	  women	  had	  been	  involved	  in	  outside	  of	  the	  
home	  during	  the	  early	  part	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century,	  they	  were	  unlikely	  to	  gain	  
great	  satisfaction	  from	  reading	  stories	  about	  feminine	  duty	  in	  traditional	  images	  
of	  the	  domestic	  space.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  historical	  fiction	  also	  allowed	  women	  to	  
escape	  from	  the	  inconsistencies	  of	  role	  and	  representation.	  	  As	  Wallace	  says	  	  
‘even	  though	  women	  had	  meaningfully	  played	  their	  part	  in	  society	  at	  a	  time	  of	  
great	  social	  need,	  their	  worth	  in	  these	  roles	  was	  contained	  by	  a	  culture	  that	  
attaches	  ambition	  to	  men	  and	  waiting	  to	  women’	  (ibid,	  p.	  82).	  	  
The	  war	  changed	  the	  expectations	  of	  women	  and	  Wallace	  cites	  this	  as	  a	  
reason	  why	  the	  historical	  novel	  received	  ‘new	  vigour’	  from	  women	  writers	  (ibid,	  
p.	  28).	  	  She	  highlights	  three	  distinct	  cultural	  shifts	  as	  being	  responsible:	  
‘women’s	  sense	  of	  their	  entry	  into	  history	  as	  citizens,	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  woman	  
historian,	  and	  the	  emergence	  of	  university-­‐educated	  women	  writers,	  usually	  
with	  a	  degree	  in	  History	  or	  English’	  (ibid,	  p.	  28).	  	  Women	  now	  educated	  in	  the	  
culture	  and	  history	  they	  had	  been	  consistently	  written	  out	  of	  became	  the	  authors	  
of	  the	  woman’s	  historical	  novel.	  	  Writers	  like	  Mary	  Renault,	  Hilda	  Reid	  and	  
Phyllis	  Bentley	  were	  university	  educated,	  historical	  novelists	  who	  increasingly	  
feminised	  the	  genre	  both	  in	  terms	  of	  its	  content	  and	  authorship.	  	  For	  example,	  
Mary	  Renault’s	  historical	  fiction	  often	  captured	  the	  everyday	  detail	  of	  life.	  Set	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within	  a	  landscape	  of	  ancient	  Greece	  or	  Rome,	  Renault	  wrote	  sympathetic	  
characters	  and	  engaged	  with	  issues	  of	  homosexuality	  that	  at	  the	  time	  were	  
socially	  impermissible.	  	  This	  feminine	  appeal	  made	  the	  genre	  particularly	  
attractive	  to	  women	  who	  used	  this	  re-­‐positioning	  to	  free	  the	  female	  form	  from	  
the	  humdrum	  nature	  of	  domesticity.	  	  In	  regard	  to	  this,	  Wallace	  states	  that	  the	  
historical	  novel	  ‘allowed	  women	  writers	  a	  license	  which	  they	  have	  not	  been	  
allowed	  in	  other	  forms’	  (ibid,	  p.	  6).	  	  The	  safe	  distance	  created	  by	  both	  time	  and	  
place	  in	  the	  genre	  afforded	  women	  writers	  the	  means	  through	  which	  to	  explore	  
the	  social	  taboos	  of	  female	  identity.	  	  For	  instance,	  the	  frequency	  with	  which	  
historical	  fiction	  detailed	  romance	  storylines	  allowed	  women	  writers	  like	  Naomi	  
Mitchison	  the	  opportunity	  to	  explore	  female	  sexuality.	  	  Fiction-­‐making	  which	  
detailed	  the	  close	  lives	  of	  women	  also	  encompassed	  other	  areas	  associated	  with	  
womanhood	  and	  writers	  like	  Sylvia	  Townsend	  Warner	  and	  Georgette	  Heyer	  used	  
their	  skill	  to	  explore	  gendered	  identity.vii	  	  
Wallace	  says	  women	  set	  their	  plots	  and	  characters	  within	  unfettered	  
spaces	  like	  those	  of	  the	  ‘countryside	  and	  the	  wilderness’	  (ibid,	  p.	  33).	  	  These	  
untamed	  spaces	  appealed	  to	  women	  readers,	  because,	  as	  Wallace	  identifies,	  
within	  this	  landscape	  the	  reader	  meets	  socially	  transgressive	  types	  like	  ‘gypsies,	  
the	  aristocracy	  and	  the	  sexually	  aggressive	  female’	  (ibid,	  p	  83).	  	  The	  attraction	  of	  
the	  ‘gypsy,’	  ‘aristocrat’	  and	  ‘sexually	  aggressive’	  character	  is	  that	  they	  eschew	  
convention	  and	  allow	  women	  the	  pleasure	  of	  fantasy	  that	  Wallace	  sees	  as	  being	  
‘on	  the	  boundary	  of	  permissiveness’	  (ibid,	  p.	  83).	  	  Here	  fantasy	  plays	  a	  key	  role	  
again	  in	  enabling	  women	  to	  resist	  definition.	  	  Wallace	  argues	  that	  the	  classical	  
historical	  novel	  was	  replaced	  by	  a	  number	  of	  other	  types	  such	  as	  ‘costume,	  
Regency,	  rural	  and	  romance’	  (ibid,	  p.	  29).	  	  These	  forms	  of	  sub-­‐genre	  rejected	  the	  
realist	  space	  of	  tradition,	  normally	  associated	  with	  male	  writers,	  whereby	  a	  
contingent	  version	  of	  history	  was	  reproduced.	  	  Women	  turned	  to	  historical	  
fiction	  precisely	  because	  it	  was	  able	  to	  resist	  ‘real	  history’	  and,	  as	  Wallace	  
suggests,	  women	  ‘use…historical	  setting	  as	  a	  fantasy	  space	  in	  which	  [they]can	  
centralise	  a	  female	  consciousness	  and	  explore	  female	  fears	  and	  desires’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
2).	  	  One	  of	  the	  few	  ways	  women	  can	  ‘centralise	  a	  female	  consciousness’	  is	  
through	  the	  imagination	  and	  these	  settings	  presented	  women	  with	  a	  form	  of	  
escape	  that	  enabled	  them	  to	  do	  that.	  	  In	  view	  of	  this,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  suggest	  that	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women	  valued	  the	  ‘escapism’	  of	  the	  woman’s	  historical	  novel,	  because	  it	  
presented	  a	  much	  more	  complex	  version	  of	  ‘history’	  with	  alternative	  stories	  to	  
the	  ones	  ‘real’	  historical	  narratives	  could	  provide.	  
	   While	  reasons	  of	  escapism	  have	  been	  identified	  as	  major	  drivers	  in	  the	  
early	  popularity	  of	  the	  women’s	  historical	  novel,	  Wallace	  maintains	  women’s	  
historical	  fiction	  offers	  its	  proponents	  ‘two	  uses’	  (ibid,	  p.	  2).	  	  While	  fantasy	  is	  
certainly	  one	  of	  these	  ‘uses,’	  another,	  Wallace	  observes,	  is	  as	  a	  form	  of	  ‘political	  
intervention,’	  an	  interesting	  match,	  because	  both	  terms	  inculcate	  a	  sense	  of	  
motivation	  and	  direction	  (ibid,	  p.	  2).	  The	  notions	  of	  	  ‘escape’	  and	  ‘intervention’	  
both	  register	  the	  dissatisfaction	  that	  women	  suffered	  with	  their	  lives	  during	  the	  
early	  part	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century.	  	  And	  yet,	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  both	  these	  terms	  
are	  also	  invested	  with	  action,	  they	  are	  active	  verbs	  that	  bring	  to	  mind	  movement,	  
as	  women	  are	  ‘using’	  historical	  fiction	  to	  respond	  to	  life’s	  sentence,	  rather	  than	  
being	  players	  in	  a	  life-­‐scene.	  	  Here	  to	  ‘escape’	  and	  to	  ‘intervene’	  can	  both	  be	  read	  
as	  self-­‐conscious	  acts	  of	  taking	  control.	  	  It	  is	  perhaps	  because	  of	  these	  dynamic	  
qualities	  that	  the	  woman’s	  historical	  novel	  has	  remained	  a	  constant	  and	  reliable	  
form	  of	  expression	  for	  women	  throughout	  the	  twentieth	  century.	  	  Such	  novels	  
are	  ‘politically	  driven,	  refashioning	  history	  through	  fiction	  as	  part	  of	  the	  urgent	  
need	  to	  tell	  “her	  story”’	  (ibid,	  p.	  176).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  one	  can	  say	  that	  the	  
historical	  novel	  has	  remained	  a	  constant	  companion	  for	  women,	  because	  the	  
political	  environment	  of	  the	  early	  twentieth	  century	  provided	  the	  impetus	  for	  
women	  to	  recover	  their	  own	  histories.	  	  The	  momentum	  and	  vigour	  that	  is	  
derived	  out	  of	  ideas	  associated	  with	  ‘retelling’	  and	  ‘recovery’	  have	  been	  carried	  
on	  by	  contemporary	  writers	  like	  Waters,	  who	  use	  the	  historical	  novel	  in	  order	  to	  
intervene	  in	  the	  social	  and	  historical	  narratives	  of	  working	  class	  lesbians.	  	  	  
	  
Contrasting	  Form	  and	  Content	  	  
The	  form	  of	  the	  historical	  novel	  gave	  women	  the	  opportunity	  to	  redress	  the	  
social	  records	  and	  validate	  their	  sense	  of	  self.	  	  Yet,	  however	  liberating	  the	  genre	  
was,	  society	  at	  large	  lagged	  behind	  in	  its	  open-­‐mindedness	  towards	  the	  literary	  
representation	  of	  female	  subjectivity.	  	  Indeed	  without	  the	  act	  of	  displacement	  
(transferring	  the	  storyline	  to	  a	  previous	  period	  and/or	  setting	  in	  history)	  the	  
social	  censors	  appeared	  to	  be	  no	  less	  likely	  to	  condemn	  a	  book’s	  reception.	  	  One	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such	  example	  of	  this	  is	  Naomi	  Mitchison’s	  response	  to	  the	  question	  of	  censorship	  
being	  imposed	  upon	  her	  by	  her	  publishers.	  	  To	  the	  criticism	  of	  situating	  female	  
sexuality	  within	  a	  contemporaneous	  setting,	  Mitchison	  replied	  ‘apparently	  it’s	  all	  
right	  when	  people	  wear	  wolfskins	  and	  togas’	  (1979,	  p.	  179).	  	  The	  inference	  here	  
is	  that	  as	  long	  as	  a	  woman’s	  sexual	  self	  is	  out	  of	  reach,	  it	  is	  acceptable.	  	  However,	  
Mitchison	  crossed	  this	  line	  because	  her	  story	  risked	  the	  possibility	  of	  actualising	  
female	  sexuality	  for	  her	  readership	  in	  a	  relatable	  way.	  	  Here	  the	  alarm	  and	  
consternation	  comes	  about	  from	  the	  discontinuity	  between	  the	  perception	  of	  the	  
‘real’	  and	  the	  ‘fictional’	  and	  a	  fear	  that	  what	  is	  populated	  in	  the	  gaps	  will	  inspire	  
people.	  	  Such	  anxieties	  draw	  attention	  to	  the	  political	  punch	  that	  this	  genre	  can	  
deliver	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  can	  challenge	  accepted	  ideas	  of	  gender	  identity,	  
representation	  and	  sexuality.	  	  	  	  
The	  disjunction	  between	  the	  place	  of	  the	  ‘real’	  and	  the	  space	  of	  the	  
‘fictional’	  remains	  a	  cause	  for	  concern	  for	  some	  critics	  of	  the	  historical	  novel,	  like	  
Jerome	  De	  Groot	  for	  instance.	  	  In	  his	  chapter	  ‘“Something	  New	  and	  a	  Bit	  
Startling”	  Sarah	  Waters	  and	  the	  Historical	  Novel’	  De	  Groot	  focuses	  on	  this	  very	  
issue.	  	  He	  maintains	  that	  the	  constant	  slippage	  between	  the	  real	  and	  the	  make-­‐	  
believe	  in	  historical	  fiction	  needs	  ethical	  consideration.	  	  He	  says,	  ‘the	  strategies	  
inherent	  in	  knowing,	  enacting	  and	  constructing	  official	  versions	  of	  history	  are	  
laid	  bare	  by	  the	  effects	  of	  historical	  novels’	  (2013,	  Loc.1488).	  	  For	  De	  Groot	  the	  
decisions	  or	  ‘strategies’	  taken	  by	  historical	  novel	  writers	  in	  terms	  of	  how	  they	  
fictionalise	  the	  past	  are	  disconcerting,	  because	  they	  are	  inevitably	  subjective	  and	  
their	  cause	  is	  ‘effective.’	  As	  De	  Groot	  states,	  ‘undermin[ing]	  the	  totalizing	  effects	  
of	  historical	  representation	  [the	  author]	  points	  out	  what	  is	  known	  is	  always	  
partial’	  (ibid,	  Loc.	  1474).	  	  The	  authorial	  intention	  to	  deconstruct	  the	  ‘totalizing	  
effects’	  of	  historical	  representation	  does,	  I	  think,	  expose	  a	  resident	  antipathy	  
between	  the	  genre	  and	  the	  past	  it	  attempts	  to	  ‘undermine.’	  	  This	  is	  not	  least	  
because	  the	  form	  has	  an	  inbuilt	  ‘illusion	  of	  authenticity’	  in	  it,	  as	  De	  Groot	  
maintains	  (ibid,	  Loc.	  1488).	  	  These	  issues	  of	  ‘illusion’	  and	  ‘authenticity’	  are	  best	  
illustrated	  through	  the	  propensity	  for	  contemporary	  historical	  novelists	  to	  attach	  
a	  large	  amount	  of	  historiography	  to	  their	  work.	  	  As	  De	  Groot	  says,	  writers	  of	  
historical	  fiction	  ‘cit[e]	  their	  extreme	  research	  at	  the	  same	  time	  that	  they	  
distance	  themselves	  from	  “reality”	  (ibid,	  Loc.	  1475).	  This	  has	  been	  further	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underscored	  in	  recent	  times	  by	  the	  literary	  ‘worth’	  now	  being	  attached	  to	  the	  
genre,	  as	  a	  proliferation	  of	  nominations	  for	  awards	  of	  numerous	  literary	  prizes	  
has	  allowed	  the	  historical	  novel	  back	  into	  the	  literary	  hierarchy.	  	  For	  instance,	  
Waters	  and	  her	  writing	  have	  been	  nominated	  for	  a	  total	  of	  sixteen	  literary	  
awards	  of	  varying	  types,	  each	  authenticating	  their	  worth	  as	  a	  piece	  of	  historical	  
fiction.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  the	  distance	  between	  the	  ‘illusion’	  of	  the	  fictional	  
fantasy	  and	  the	  ‘authenticity’	  the	  historical	  positionality	  begins	  to	  merge	  
presenting	  the	  opportunity	  for	  representation	  slippage	  to	  become	  a	  great	  
potential.	  
De	  Groot	  sees	  this	  paradox	  in	  historical	  fiction	  as	  an	  inherent	  problem,	  
not	  least	  because	  he	  believes	  it	  has	  caused	  scholarship	  in	  this	  area	  to	  concentrate	  
on	  the	  form	  of	  the	  novel,	  at	  the	  expense	  of	  the	  content.	  	  He	  says,	  ‘critics	  have	  
spent	  so	  long	  arguing	  about	  what	  it	  is	  [form]	  that	  they	  have	  had	  precious	  little	  
time	  to	  think	  about	  what	  it	  might	  do	  [content]’(my	  italics.	  ibid,	  Loc.	  1522).	  De	  
Groot’s	  appeal	  to	  the	  aesthetic	  quality	  of	  the	  historical	  novel	  in	  some	  respects	  
echoes	  Wallace’s	  when	  she	  too	  identifies	  the	  same	  problem.	  	  She	  says:	  	  
‘“History”	  has	  traditionally	  excluded	  women,	  but	  paradoxically	  the	  
“historical	  novel”	  has	  offered	  women	  readers	  the	  imaginative	  space	  to	  
create	  different,	  more	  inclusive	  versions	  of	  “history”,	  which	  are	  accessible	  
or	  appealing	  to	  them	  in	  various	  ways’	  (2008,	  p.	  3).	  	  	  
Though	  these	  two	  critics	  have	  observed	  the	  same	  incongruity,	  there	  is	  also	  a	  
difference	  in	  the	  way	  this	  has	  been	  interpreted.	  	  This,	  I	  believe,	  is	  mainly	  because	  
Wallace	  sees	  this	  novel	  form	  from	  a	  specifically	  gynocentric	  perspective.	  	  In	  this	  
regard,	  Wallace	  cites	  the	  ‘paradox’	  as	  reasons	  for	  creativity,	  ‘imagination’	  and	  
‘inclusivity,’	  as	  opposed	  to	  De	  Groot	  who	  seems	  to	  see	  it	  as	  a	  continuation	  of	  the	  
cycle	  of	  exclusion	  that	  has	  traditionally	  been	  taking	  place	  through	  a	  façade	  of	  
authenticity.	  	  
	  
Doing	  Something	  New	  With	  History	  
As	  a	  novelist	  Sarah	  Waters’	  work	  resonates	  with	  those	  interested	  in	  the	  form	  of	  
women’s	  historical	  fiction	  and	  with	  scholars	  researching	  the	  historical	  novel.	  	  
Wallace	  and	  De	  Groot	  are	  both	  representative	  of	  these	  two	  areas	  of	  enquiry	  and	  
pleasure.	  	  Waters’	  work	  is	  layered	  with	  historiographical	  intertextuality.	  	  Upon	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opening	  the	  first	  page	  to	  Affinity,	  (1999)	  the	  reader	  is	  reminded	  of	  Waters’	  PhD,	  
lectureship	  and	  the	  many	  prizes	  she	  has	  won	  and	  been	  shortlisted	  for.	  	  Her	  
accolade	  of	  three	  times	  being	  named	  Author	  of	  the	  Year	  reminds	  her	  readers	  that	  
she	  is	  recognised	  by	  the	  literary	  establishment	  as	  someone	  of	  exceptional	  talent.	  	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	  when	  interviewed	  for	  this	  thesis,	  Waters	  talked	  about	  the	  way	  
her	  writing	  intention	  is	  always	  to	  ‘intervene’	  in	  the	  grand	  narratives	  of	  female	  
identity	  and	  same-­‐sex	  definitions.	  She	  says:	  	  
‘I’m	  definitely	  interested	  in	  trying	  to	  counter	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  women’s	  
stories	  have	  been	  elided,	  obscured	  or	  misrepresented	  by	  patriarchal	  
narratives	  of	  the	  past.	  	  I	  see	  myself	  as	  doing	  this	  mainly	  by	  focusing	  on	  
women	  themselves–opening	  up	  spaces	  in	  which	  their	  stories	  can	  thrive.	  	  
These	  are	  sometimes	  physical	  spaces–a	  women’s	  prison	  in	  Affinity.	  	  But	  
they’re	  also	  narrative	  spaces–the	  “sensation”	  novel,	  in	  Fingersmith	  
(2010).’	  	  	  
Waters’	  political	  motivation	  is	  very	  evident	  in	  this	  comment.	  	  She	  identifies	  a	  
‘definite	  interest’	  in	  ‘countering’	  the	  ways	  that	  women	  have	  been	  marginalised	  
by	  ‘patriarchal	  narratives	  of	  the	  past.’	  In	  saying	  this,	  Waters	  follows	  in	  the	  
interventionism	  of	  women	  writers	  of	  historical	  fiction	  that	  have	  gone	  before	  her.	  	  
Wallace’s	  comprehensive	  study	  in	  this	  area	  observed	  that	  women	  ‘use’	  history	  as	  
a	  form	  of	  social	  justice	  and	  redress	  (2008).	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Waters’	  political	  
intentions	  counteract	  the	  cultural	  status	  that	  has	  been	  allocated	  to	  women	  and	  
manifest	  in	  her	  writing	  through	  the	  way	  that	  she	  ‘focuses’	  on	  female	  lived	  
existence	  and	  also	  in	  the	  way	  that	  she	  makes	  their	  experiences	  accessible	  to	  the	  
reader	  through	  the	  ‘spaces’	  that	  they	  inhabit.	  	  	  
One	  of	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters	  counters	  female	  codification	  is	  by	  exploring	  
transgressive	  ideas	  from	  within	  feminine	  spaces,	  such	  as	  the	  domestic.	  Unlike	  
the	  early	  pioneers	  of	  the	  woman’s	  historical	  novel	  already	  mentioned,	  like	  Mary	  
Renault	  for	  instance,	  who	  used	  fantasy	  settings	  to	  liberate	  women	  from	  the	  
home,	  Waters	  places	  socially	  subversive	  characters	  and	  events	  within	  normative,	  
ordinary	  spaces.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  domestic	  realm	  is	  heavily	  featured	  in	  Waters’	  
writing	  and	  is	  a	  space	  that	  is	  used	  to	  question	  ideas	  of	  representation	  and	  
identity.	  Fingersmith	  (2002)	  is	  a	  good	  example	  of	  this,	  because	  from	  the	  very	  first	  
sentence	  of	  the	  book	  the	  reader	  is	  told	  that	  this	  is	  a	  story	  that	  is	  concerned	  with	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identity.	  	  Sue	  says,	  ‘my	  name,	  in	  those	  days,	  was	  Susan	  Trinder.	  	  People	  called	  me	  
Sue’	  (2002,	  p.	  3).	  This	  novel	  compares	  the	  lives	  of	  two	  women,	  Susan	  Trinder	  and	  
Maud	  Lilley.	  	  Susan	  lives	  in	  near	  poverty	  in	  London	  and	  has	  been	  raised	  by	  a	  
blacksmith	  and	  his	  wife,	  Mrs	  Sucksby.	  	  In	  contrast	  Maud	  lives	  in	  the	  relative	  
wealth	  and	  comfort	  of	  a	  country	  house	  and	  is	  looked	  after	  by	  her	  Uncle.	  	  At	  the	  
start	  of	  the	  story	  neither	  woman	  knows	  the	  other,	  but	  a	  scam	  by	  Richard	  Rivers	  
brings	  them	  both	  together	  and	  they	  eventually	  discover	  that	  their	  lives	  have	  
been	  fatefully	  entwined,	  as	  they	  have,	  in	  effect,	  been	  living	  the	  wrong	  identity.	  	  As	  
a	  baby	  Sue	  is	  switched	  with	  Maud	  and	  Waters	  uses	  her	  experience	  and,	  the	  
domestic	  ‘spaces’	  that	  Sue’s	  position	  brings	  her	  into	  contact	  with,	  in	  order	  to	  
question	  the	  social	  and	  cultural	  rigidity	  of	  identity.	  	  The	  kitchen	  in	  Lant	  Street	  
where	  Sue	  grew	  up	  is	  described	  as	  a	  place	  where	  ‘everything	  came	  into	  our	  
kitchen	  looking	  like	  one	  sort	  of	  thing,	  was	  made	  to	  leave	  it	  again	  looking	  quite	  
another’	  (ibid,	  p.	  10).	  	  Here	  the	  domestic	  space	  of	  the	  kitchen,	  typically	  used	  to	  
define	  womanhood,	  is	  reformed	  into	  a	  space	  that	  has	  transformative	  qualities,	  as	  
everything	  that	  comes	  in	  leaves	  ‘looking	  quite	  another.’	  Waters	  uses	  this	  example	  
as	  a	  way	  to	  counter	  the	  patriarchal	  narratives	  that	  have	  inscribed	  womanhood	  in	  
terms	  of	  gender	  and	  behaviour	  and	  instead	  introduces	  the	  notion	  that	  female	  
identity	  is	  fluid	  and	  changeable.	  	  
A	  similar	  use	  of	  domesticity	  is	  evident	  in	  Waters’	  most	  recent	  piece	  of	  
fiction,	  The	  Paying	  Guests	  (2014).	  	  The	  first	  meaningful	  exchange	  between	  
Frances	  and	  Lillian	  takes	  place	  on	  the	  stairs	  while	  Frances	  is	  polishing.	  	  Lillian	  
and	  her	  Husband	  Len	  have	  moved	  into	  the	  home	  of	  Frances	  Wray	  and	  her	  elderly	  
mother	  as	  lodgers.	  	  It	  was	  discovered	  after	  the	  death	  of	  Frances’	  father	  that	  he	  
had	  taken	  risks	  with	  the	  family	  income	  and	  left	  his	  wife	  and	  daughter	  struggling	  
financially.	  	  As	  a	  consequence	  Frances	  and	  her	  mother	  take	  the	  Barbers	  in	  as	  
paying	  guests,	  but	  soon	  after	  a	  love	  affair	  ensues	  between	  Frances	  and	  Lillian.	  	  In	  
this	  example	  the	  stairs	  act	  as	  a	  perilous	  ‘physical	  space,’	  a	  conduit	  line	  along	  
which	  ideas	  of	  same	  sex	  desire	  travel.	  	  
The	  threat	  to	  social	  order	  by	  such	  a	  taboo	  is	  first	  introduced	  into	  the	  book	  
when	  Lillian	  emerges	  from	  her	  bedroom	  alone,	  to	  seek	  out	  the	  bathtub.	  	  Her	  fine	  
appearance	  contrasts	  with	  the	  financial	  compromises	  the	  Wrays	  have	  had	  to	  
achieve	  in	  order	  to	  make	  ends	  meet,	  as	  Lillian	  is	  described	  as	  wearing	  ‘satiny	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Japanese	  kimono…[and]…Turkish	  slippers’	  (2014,	  p.	  25).	  	  Here	  Lillian’s	  
appearance	  appears	  exotic.	  	  She	  is	  alluring	  because	  the	  way	  she	  is	  dressed	  
references	  interests	  in	  the	  other	  cultures	  of	  	  ‘Japan’	  and	  ‘Turkey.’	  	  This	  directly	  
contrasts	  with	  the	  dull	  suburbs	  of	  1940s	  London,	  still	  coming	  to	  terms	  with	  the	  
effects	  of	  the	  war.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  ‘silky’	  material	  of	  Lillian’s	  nightdress	  is	  
shiny	  and	  fluid	  and	  this	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  excesses	  of	  her	  character,	  as	  she	  is	  
a	  woman	  who	  wants	  to	  escape	  the	  home	  and	  study	  art.	  	  	  
There	  is	  also	  a	  ‘slipperiness’	  to	  ‘satin’	  which	  when	  coupled	  with	  the	  
hazard	  of	  the	  wet	  and	  polished	  tread	  of	  the	  stairs	  means	  the	  potential	  threat	  of	  a	  
fall.	  	  Frances	  guards	  against	  the	  physical	  danger	  of	  falling	  when	  she	  holds	  out	  her	  
hand	  to	  steady	  the	  ‘blushing’	  Lillian.	  	  The	  narrator	  says	  ‘after	  the	  slightest	  of	  
hesitations,	  she	  took	  the	  hand	  that	  Frances	  offered,	  braced	  herself	  against	  her	  
grip,	  then	  made	  the	  small	  spring	  forward	  to	  the	  unwashed	  side	  of	  the	  floor’	  (ibid,	  
p.	  26).	  	  When	  Lillian	  ‘braces’	  herself	  on	  the	  stairwell	  she	  is	  not	  only	  securing	  safe	  
passage	  to	  the	  bottom,	  but	  Waters	  is	  exploiting	  the	  cultural	  meaning	  associated	  
with	  falling	  and	  femininity.	  	  Humanity’s	  fall	  from	  grace	  at	  the	  hand	  of	  Eve’s	  
temptation	  is	  a	  grand	  narrative	  that	  has	  trapped	  female	  identity	  in	  a	  binary	  
dichotomy.	  	  Women	  are	  conventionally	  represented	  as	  a	  binary	  model:	  sinful	  or	  
child-­‐like.	  	  In	  both	  cases	  agency	  is	  denied,	  as	  the	  sinful	  woman	  needs	  to	  be	  
controlled	  and	  the	  woman	  with	  child-­‐like	  qualities	  needs	  to	  be	  looked	  after.	  
Waters	  attempts	  to	  ‘counter’	  this	  narrative	  through	  the	  use	  of	  the	  staircase,	  
because	  she	  is	  introducing	  the	  idea	  of	  complexity	  into	  the	  gendered	  paradigm.	  	  
The	  affair	  that	  results	  from	  this	  initial	  encounter	  between	  Frances	  and	  Lillian	  
shows	  these	  dominating	  patriarchal	  narratives	  to	  be	  unnatural,	  as	  their	  sexual	  
behaviour	  undermines	  the	  social	  order.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  staircase,	  which	  is	  
typically	  a	  supporting	  pillar	  of	  a	  domestic	  dwelling,	  because	  of	  the	  way	  it	  is	  
immovable	  and	  fixed,	  is	  considered	  in	  a	  more	  interesting	  and	  imaginative	  way,	  as	  
it	  is	  both	  a	  liminal	  and	  a	  traditional	  space.	  	  	  
Of	  all	  the	  domestic	  spaces	  used	  in	  Waters	  fiction,	  the	  stairs	  are	  significant,	  
because	  their	  physical	  nature	  is	  a	  natural	  site	  of	  movement.	  	  Acts	  of	  motion	  take	  
place	  on	  the	  stair	  to	  move	  from	  one	  area	  to	  another	  and	  this	  energy	  is	  captured	  
by	  the	  narrative	  in	  order	  to	  highlight	  how	  Waters’	  historical	  fiction	  exceeds	  the	  
limitations	  of	  the	  genre	  and	  presents	  something	  new.	  	  Unlike	  traditional	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domestic	  spaces	  that	  can	  tie	  women	  to	  a	  particular	  social	  role,	  stairs	  are	  
suggestive	  of	  journeying.	  	  On	  a	  very	  practical	  level,	  without	  stairs	  gaps	  in	  
geographical	  locations	  are	  difficult,	  sometimes	  impossible	  to	  overcome.	  	  Waters	  
takes	  the	  practicality	  of	  the	  purpose	  of	  stairs	  and	  applies	  it	  to	  a	  concept	  of	  
creative	  change.	  	  As	  stairs	  make	  it	  possible	  to	  get	  from	  one	  area	  to	  another,	  the	  
stairs	  in	  The	  Paying	  Guests	  become	  a	  motif	  for	  travel.	  	  She	  uses	  this	  space	  to	  
suggest	  that	  the	  distance	  from	  one	  fixed	  ideological	  position	  to	  another	  is	  
possible	  and	  that	  the	  proximity	  is	  closer	  than	  society	  thinks.	  	  Stairs	  make	  it	  
easier	  to	  enter	  inaccessible	  places,	  because	  they	  ‘open	  up’	  the	  user	  of	  the	  stairs	  to	  
the	  possibility	  of	  new	  discoveries.	  	  A	  sense	  of	  new	  beginnings	  emerges	  from	  
Frances	  and	  Lillian’s	  first	  encounter	  on	  the	  staircase,	  because	  it	  is	  their	  first	  
entry	  point	  into	  a	  love	  affair.	  They	  progress	  from	  this	  initial	  meeting	  on	  the	  stairs	  
towards	  a	  breach	  of	  patriarchal	  law,	  as	  it	  becomes	  the	  method	  by	  which	  each	  has	  
access	  to	  the	  other	  in	  a	  physical	  manner,	  as	  the	  Barbers	  live	  above	  the	  Wrays.	  Yet	  
in	  a	  cerebral	  sense	  the	  stairs	  is	  also	  a	  space	  that	  enables	  Frances	  to	  bring	  to	  the	  
surface	  her	  sexual	  feelings	  that	  have	  been	  repressed	  over	  a	  number	  of	  years.	  	  	  
Waters	  exploits	  all	  the	  spatial	  dimensions	  of	  the	  stairway	  to	  great	  creative	  
effect	  in	  The	  Paying	  Guests.	  	  As	  well	  as	  a	  stairway	  being	  a	  physical	  space	  of	  
movement,	  Waters	  also	  uses	  the	  stairwell	  to	  remind	  people	  of	  the	  hierarchal	  
nature	  of	  society.	  	  In	  this	  respect	  the	  motif	  of	  the	  stairs	  invites	  the	  reader	  to	  
rethink	  their	  values	  towards	  hegemonic	  structures.	  The	  stairs	  become	  the	  
metaphorical	  ‘escape’	  from	  the	  compulsory	  nature	  of	  heterosexuality,	  as	  it	  is	  the	  
place	  in	  the	  book	  where	  Frances	  first	  catches	  a	  glimpse	  of	  Lillian’s	  unfettered	  
body,	  as	  she	  walks	  down	  the	  stairs	  towards	  her.	  	  Taking	  up	  her	  hand,	  Frances	  
notices	  that	  Lillian’s	  ‘kimono	  parted	  as	  she	  landed,	  exposing	  more	  of	  her	  
nightdress,	  and	  giving	  an	  alarming	  suggestion	  of	  the	  rounded,	  mobile,	  
unsupported	  flesh	  inside’	  (ibid,	  p.	  26).	  	  The	  ‘alarm’	  felt	  here	  is	  not	  one	  of	  anxiety,	  
because	  as	  the	  story	  quickly	  unfolds	  it	  becomes	  clear	  that	  Frances’	  sexuality	  is	  
not	  orthodox.	  	  Rather,	  it	  can	  be	  read	  as	  a	  signal	  to	  the	  reader,	  as	  a	  flag	  used	  by	  
Waters	  to	  encourage	  her	  readers	  to	  pay	  attention	  to	  the	  ‘limitlessness’	  of	  
possibilities	  that	  this	  staircase	  represents.	  	  	  
The	  love	  affair	  that	  is	  facilitated	  by	  this	  domestic	  space	  goes	  beyond	  the	  
limits	  that	  have	  been	  set	  by	  moral	  law.	  	  Waters	  questions	  the	  hierarchal	  nature	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of	  society	  through	  Frances	  and	  Lillian’s	  love	  affair,	  as	  it	  exceeds	  the	  boundaries	  
of	  cultural	  acceptability	  and	  unseats	  the	  patriarchal	  mainstay	  of	  matrimony.	  	  In	  
this	  way	  Lillian	  descends	  from	  the	  ‘unstable’	  heights	  of	  marriage	  towards	  the	  
stability	  of	  a	  lover	  whose	  sense	  of	  self	  is	  established	  (with	  her	  feet	  firmly	  on	  the	  
floor).	  	  Moreover,	  the	  sense	  of	  movement	  that	  is	  evoked	  by	  Lillian’s	  ‘mobile	  [and]	  
unsupported…flesh’	  returns	  the	  reader	  back	  to	  the	  trope	  of	  motion	  used	  by	  
Waters	  to	  counter	  accepted,	  dominant	  narratives.	  	  Just	  as	  Lillian’s	  body	  is	  
without	  petticoats,	  she	  is	  liberated	  from	  the	  binding	  restrictions	  of	  
heteronormativity.	  	  Waters	  reinforces	  this	  political	  point	  of	  view	  by	  offering	  the	  
reader	  a	  perspective	  that	  looks	  up	  from	  the	  bottom	  of	  the	  stairs.	  	  In	  effect	  she	  
reverses	  the	  social	  stance	  of	  ‘looking	  down’	  on	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  and	  at	  once	  calls	  
into	  question	  the	  privileged	  status	  of	  heterosexual	  love.	  	  Here	  the	  space	  used	  by	  
Waters	  to	  illustrate	  Frances	  and	  Lillian’s	  story	  comes	  to	  symbolise	  the	  very	  
notion	  of	  a	  history	  from	  below,	  as	  the	  staircase	  gives	  Waters	  the	  physical	  space	  
to	  focalise	  lesbians	  from	  another	  angle.	  	  This	  is	  because	  it	  provides	  a	  creative,	  
narrative	  space	  for	  Waters	  to	  redraft	  the	  traditional	  romance	  narrative	  of	  the	  
heterosexual	  love	  triangle.	  	  The	  interesting	  issue	  here	  is	  not	  that	  the	  interloper	  
into	  the	  marital	  bed	  is	  a	  lesbian,	  but	  rather	  that	  it	  shows	  lesbians	  as	  active	  
participants	  in	  an	  area	  of	  representation	  they	  are	  conventionally	  distanced	  from.	  	  
In	  this	  respect,	  Waters	  uses	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  to	  successfully	  subvert	  the	  
normalising	  effects	  of	  patriarchy.	  	  	  	  	  
	  
A	  New	  Topography	  of	  Knowledge	  
Three	  years	  before	  the	  publication	  of	  her	  first	  novel	  Tipping	  The	  Velvet	  (1998),	  
Waters	  had	  successfully	  completed	  her	  PhD	  studying	  gay	  and	  lesbian	  fictions,	  
which	  highlighted	  to	  Waters	  how	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  has	  historically	  been	  
misrepresented	  and	  ignored.	  	  She	  says	  ‘for	  as	  long	  as	  “homosexuality”	  has	  been	  
available	  for	  meaningful	  deployment,	  commentators	  have	  understood	  it	  to	  be	  a	  
category	  with	  a	  history’	  (1995,	  p	  1).	  	  Here,	  Waters	  observes	  how	  lesbians	  have	  
been	  excluded	  from	  traditional	  versions	  of	  history	  and	  have	  instead,	  been	  
understood	  as	  a	  ‘category	  with	  a	  history’	  rather	  than	  part	  of	  a	  mainstream	  
epistemology.	  	  Lesbian	  history	  has	  been	  manufactured	  from	  a	  series	  of	  social	  
discourses	  that	  have	  focused	  on	  behaviours,	  rather	  than	  lived	  existence.viii	  	  On	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this	  thought	  Waters	  highlights	  how	  lesbians	  have	  been	  left	  to	  grapple	  with	  the	  
‘criminological	  and	  sexological	  discourse[s]	  [responsible	  for	  the]	  
reconstructed…deviant	  biological	  types’	  (ibid,	  p.	  18).	  	  These	  social	  narratives	  of	  
‘crime,’	  ‘sexology’	  and	  ‘biological	  deviancy,’	  have	  been	  responsible	  for	  the	  way	  
lesbians	  have	  internalised	  their	  place	  in	  society	  and	  Waters’	  study	  suggests	  that	  
both	  in	  public	  and	  behind	  closed	  doors,	  ‘absence’	  and	  ‘silence’	  have	  been	  active	  
constituents	  of	  lesbian	  representation.	  	  	  	  
	  The	  limited	  range	  of	  models	  available	  to	  lesbians	  means	  that	  their	  
definition	  lacks	  social	  and	  cultural	  validity.	  	  The	  deficit	  in	  the	  ‘history’	  of	  
lesbianism	  causes	  derision	  and	  means	  that	  the	  past	  lives	  of	  lesbians	  remain	  
largely	  unknown.	  	  This	  is	  because	  the	  way	  individuals	  see	  themselves	  reflected	  
back	  has	  typically	  been	  in	  conflict	  with	  their	  role	  in	  society	  and	  any	  personal	  
opportunities	  made	  available.	  	  Lesbian	  agency	  is	  disconnected	  from	  the	  way	  
lesbian	  definition	  has	  travelled	  through	  time	  and,	  as	  a	  consequence,	  there	  is	  a	  
gap	  that	  writers	  have	  tried	  to	  address.	  	  Terry	  Castle’s	  influential	  study	  of	  the	  
literary	  representation	  of	  lesbians	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  summary	  figure	  that	  is	  
often	  drawn	  for	  lesbians.	  	  In	  The	  Apparitional	  Lesbian	  (1993),	  Castle	  examines	  
the	  way	  lesbians	  have	  been	  outcast	  and	  sees	  the	  lesbian	  as	  a	  shadowy	  figure.	  	  She	  
says,	  ‘the	  lesbian	  remain[s]	  a	  kind	  of	  “ghost	  effect”	  in	  the	  world	  of	  life	  (1993.	  p.	  
2).	  	  Castle’s	  recognition	  of	  a	  ‘ghosting	  effect’	  highlights	  how	  lesbian	  
representation	  reflects	  a	  lack	  of	  critical	  substance	  that	  can	  be	  garnered	  from	  the	  
back	  stories	  of	  history.	  	  Instead	  lesbians	  are	  often	  drawn	  in	  ‘waif-­‐like	  
dimensions,	  willowy	  and	  wanting	  [of]	  the	  reader	  to	  recognise	  and	  claim	  her’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  Their	  ‘willowy’	  and	  demanding	  ways	  means	  that	  their	  
characterisation	  is	  often	  vague	  and	  ambiguous	  and,	  in	  many	  respects,	  continues	  
the	  cycles	  of	  misrepresentation.	  	  Furthermore,	  readers	  often	  fail	  to	  ‘claim’	  
lesbian	  identity,	  because	  representations	  are	  so	  turgid,	  that	  even	  when	  writers	  
attempt	  to	  construct	  striking	  lesbian	  figures,	  readers	  often	  ‘have	  trouble	  seeing	  
what	  is	  in	  front	  of	  them’	  (Castle,	  1993,	  p.	  2).	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  lesbian	  
representation	  is	  conceived	  as	  ephemeral	  or	  exaggerated,	  but	  in	  either	  respect	  
what	  this	  shows	  is	  that	  society	  is	  not	  used	  to	  seeing	  and	  thinking	  about	  lesbians	  
in	  meaningful	  ways.	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That	  lesbians	  are	  not	  seen	  for	  playing	  ‘any	  crucial	  or	  significant	  part	  in	  
anything’	  is	  Castle’s	  premise	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  Lesbians	  have	  not	  been	  noted	  for	  their	  
contribution	  to	  the	  defining	  events	  and	  meaning-­‐making	  systems	  of	  culture.	  	  
Waters’	  PhD	  is	  indebted	  to	  the	  work	  that	  Castle	  has	  conducted	  in	  this	  area.	  But,	  
in	  contrast,	  Waters	  suggests	  that	  women	  writers	  have	  tried	  to	  compensate	  for	  
this	  ‘gap’	  by	  writing	  historical	  fiction.	  	  As	  discussed	  earlier,	  Waters’	  study	  
highlights	  that	  lesbian	  historical	  novels	  have	  constantly	  returned	  to	  and	  recycled	  
Sapphic	  models	  from	  Ancient	  Greece,	  as	  a	  way	  to	  acquire	  a	  cultural	  currency.	  	  
Moreover,	  the	  subjects	  wearing	  wolfskins	  and	  togas	  were	  socially	  acceptable	  
precisely	  because	  of	  their	  historical	  distance.	  	  Waters	  observes	  that	  even	  when	  
the	  genre	  of	  lesbian	  fiction	  moved	  on	  (to	  include	  critiques	  of	  cultural	  modes	  of	  
representation	  like	  sexology),	  ‘Sappho’s	  influence	  remained	  strong’	  (1995.	  p.	  
137).	  	  As	  such,	  Sappho	  has	  provided	  the	  representational	  genealogy	  that	  lesbian	  
subjectivity	  has	  needed,	  but	  is	  no	  longer	  adequate	  and	  is	  unfinished.	  	  
Though	  the	  intellectual	  and	  liberal	  attitudes	  of	  Ancient	  Greece	  have	  been	  
maintained	  as	  a	  way	  of	  creating	  a	  viable	  genealogy	  for	  lesbians	  to	  refer	  back	  to,	  
Waters	  suggests	  that	  this	  format	  is	  now	  a	  ‘bit	  tired’	  (2010).	  	  Her	  point	  is	  that	  
ideas	  of	  identity	  are	  no	  longer	  conceived	  of	  and	  defined	  by	  their	  relation	  to	  
others,	  but	  are	  now	  relative	  to	  social	  and	  cultural	  contexts.	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  
Sappho	  presents	  an	  outdated	  model	  of	  comparison,	  because	  she	  does	  not	  enable	  
lesbians	  to	  access	  variety	  or	  difference	  commensurate	  with	  contemporary	  ideas	  
of	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  Feminism	  of	  the	  1980s	  challenged	  ideas	  on	  gender	  politics	  
and	  Waters’	  comment	  reflects	  a	  contemporary	  understanding	  of	  how	  gender	  
identity	  has	  broadened	  out	  since	  the	  time	  of	  the	  1980s.	  	  Joan	  W	  Scott	  makes	  this	  
point	  in	  her	  chapter	  ‘Women’s	  History,’	  identifying	  how	  gender	  politics	  from	  the	  
1980s	  onwards	  moved	  on	  from	  analysing	  the	  differences	  between	  the	  sexes	  and	  
‘extended	  to	  the	  issue	  of	  difference	  with	  difference’	  (2006,	  p.	  57).	  	  Here,	  the	  
notion	  of	  ‘woman’	  was	  modified	  to	  include	  ‘women	  of	  colour,	  Jewish	  women,	  
lesbian	  women,	  poor	  working	  women,	  single	  mothers…’	  (ibid,	  p.	  57);	  	  The	  point	  
is	  that	  this	  new	  perspective	  on	  gender	  directly	  challenged	  the	  white	  middle-­‐class	  
heterosexual	  hegemony	  of	  womanhood.	  	  Waters’	  writing	  reflects	  this	  refreshed	  
point	  of	  view,	  because	  her	  work	  tells	  the	  stories	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  various	  
contexts	  and	  social	  settings,	  exploring	  ‘womanhood’	  in	  different	  ways.	  	  For	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example,	  Nancy	  Astley’s	  story	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (1998)	  begins	  in	  the	  modest	  
working	  class	  environment	  of	  her	  father’s	  oyster	  parlour,	  but	  by	  the	  end	  shows	  
her	  to	  be	  a	  self-­‐assured	  woman	  capable	  and	  confident	  of	  entering	  into	  the	  public	  
life	  of	  social	  activism.	  	  	  In	  contrast,	  Affinity	  (1999)	  presents	  the	  reader	  with	  the	  
hostile	  environment	  of	  a	  prison	  as	  a	  place	  where	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  is	  both	  ignited	  
and	  deceived.	  	  Margaret	  Prior’s	  experience	  of	  failed	  romance	  makes	  her	  story	  
relatable	  and	  realistic.	  	  Yet,	  Susan	  Trinder’s	  tale	  of	  love	  in	  Fingersmith	  (2002)	  is	  
presented	  as	  a	  chronicle	  of	  duplicity.	  	  Here	  Waters	  creates	  a	  set	  of	  female	  
characters	  who	  outsmart	  each	  other.	  	  They	  are	  examples	  of	  self-­‐doubling.	  	  In	  
comparison,	  Frances	  Wray	  from	  The	  Paying	  Guests	  (2014)	  becomes	  the	  lesbian	  
interloper	  in	  the	  marriage	  of	  Lilian	  and	  Leonard	  Barber,	  resulting	  in	  both	  women	  
being	  culpable	  for	  the	  death	  of	  Leonard	  Barber	  in	  order	  to	  be	  together.	  	  In	  these	  
examples	  Waters	  counters	  the	  waifish	  lesbian	  that	  Castle	  identifies	  as	  
symptomatic	  of	  typical	  literary	  representation	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women,	  
because	  Waters	  draws	  females	  who	  are	  relatable	  and	  real.	  	  Their	  authenticity	  
gives	  them	  weight	  and	  substance.	  	  These	  new	  perspectives	  on	  gender	  have	  seen	  
recognition	  from	  historiographers	  that	  the	  lives	  of	  those	  most	  affected	  by	  history	  
lie	  largely	  unknown	  and	  unheard.ix	  From	  this,	  lived	  existence	  in	  the	  margins	  of	  
society	  has	  become	  increasingly	  important	  to	  historians	  like	  Peter	  Burke,	  who	  
suggest	  that	  traditional	  views	  of	  history	  constructed	  from	  the	  ‘successes’	  of	  
society	  exclude	  the	  histories	  of	  experience	  (1991,	  p.	  20).	  Because	  of	  this	  view,	  
more	  critical	  impetus	  and	  interest	  is	  being	  applied	  to	  the	  rescue	  of	  past	  
experiences	  of	  the	  bulk	  of	  the	  population.	  	  Thus	  the	  landscapes	  of	  Ancient	  Greece	  
and	  Sappho	  are	  shown	  to	  be	  inadequate,	  because	  they	  offer	  little	  to	  the	  
experience	  of	  ordinary	  lesbians.	  	  
As	  a	  way	  of	  intervening	  in	  the	  dominating	  narratives	  of	  lesbian	  
representation,	  Waters’	  writing	  assembles	  an	  alternative	  topography	  of	  
knowledge	  than	  the	  ones	  that	  return	  back	  to	  Sappho.	  	  Her	  PhD	  evidences	  that	  
she	  is	  indebted	  to	  a	  lesbian-­‐	  feminist	  tradition	  that	  is	  influenced	  by	  the	  ideals	  of	  
The	  History	  From	  Below	  movement	  and	  contemporary	  scholarship	  on	  gender	  
politics.	  	  Yet	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  Waters’	  intention	  to	  counter	  patriarchal	  narratives	  
has	  its	  roots	  in	  the	  work	  of	  Michel	  Foucault	  and	  his	  concept	  of	  ‘genealogy.’	  
Foucault’s	  essay	  ‘Nietzsche,	  Genealogy,	  History’	  discusses	  a	  critical	  position	  that	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argues	  against	  looking	  for	  role	  models	  from	  the	  past.	  	  This	  is	  because	  he	  sees	  
them	  as	  constructs	  borne	  of	  a	  series	  of	  social	  deceptions.	  	  Foucault	  maintains	  
that	  these	  role	  models	  are	  not	  a	  coherent	  body	  of	  knowledge,	  but	  rather	  an	  
‘assemblage	  of	  faults,	  fissures,	  and	  heterogeneous	  layers	  that	  threaten	  the	  fragile	  
inheritor	  from	  within’	  (1971,	  p.	  82).	  	  In	  effect,	  the	  ideals	  that	  are	  recycled	  by	  
these	  modes	  of	  existence	  are	  regressive,	  because	  they	  house	  in	  their	  makeup	  
‘faults	  and	  fissures.’	  Repeatedly	  returning	  to	  them	  only	  shores	  up	  the	  
‘homogeneous’	  discourses	  from	  which	  they	  are	  conceived.	  	  	  
	   Foucault	  maintains	  that	  it	  is	  only	  possible	  to	  expose	  the	  ‘errors	  of	  truths’	  
through	  an	  act	  of	  descent,	  what	  he	  terms	  an	  ‘excavating	  [of]	  the	  depths’	  of	  
history	  in	  order	  to	  locate	  a	  sense	  of	  being	  (ibid,	  p.	  80).	  	  Here,	  the	  suggestion	  is	  
that	  knowledge	  and	  experience	  have	  been	  submerged	  and	  hidden	  in	  the	  ‘depths’	  
by	  an	  error	  of	  truths,	  otherwise	  recognised	  as	  Western	  ideology.	  	  For	  Foucault	  
the	  act	  of	  searching	  for	  meaning	  or	  ‘genealogy’	  is	  akin	  to	  an	  archeological	  dig,	  
where	  history	  is	  located	  in	  the	  ‘things’	  nearest,	  rather	  than	  looking	  to	  the	  past	  for	  
reason	  (ibid,	  p.	  88).	  	  The	  scars	  on	  the	  ‘body’	  that	  is	  dug	  up	  bear	  the	  consequences	  
of	  history	  and	  are	  the	  most	  honest	  representations	  to	  turn	  to.	  	  The	  relationship	  
of	  the	  self	  to	  the	  history	  of	  knowledge	  is	  vitally	  important	  to	  the	  considerations	  
Foucault	  puts	  forward	  here.	  	  The	  body	  carries	  with	  it	  a	  visceral	  and	  cerebral	  
connection	  that	  is	  the	  measure	  of	  authenticity.	  Foucault	  calls	  this	  the	  ‘effective	  
history’	  (ibid,	  p.	  89).	  ‘Effective	  history’	  reflects	  a	  life	  of	  ‘crowded	  scenes’	  that	  
lacks	  ‘monuments	  of	  our	  own	  making,’	  as	  opposed	  to	  ‘monumental’	  history	  (ibid,	  
p.	  92).	  	  In	  this	  respect	  ‘effective	  histories’	  are	  practices	  of	  inclusion	  and	  
complexity.	  	  Foucault’s	  ideas	  in	  this	  respect	  prove	  a	  useful	  optic	  through	  which	  
to	  measure	  the	  ‘effective’	  nature	  of	  Waters’	  work:	  how	  the	  closeness	  of	  her	  own	  
life	  experiences	  to	  the	  subjects	  in	  her	  writing	  all	  seek	  to	  validate	  and	  make	  
authentic	  the	  versions	  of	  working	  class	  lesbian	  existence	  she	  imaginatively	  
recovers.	  	  
	  
Talking	  Back	   	  
Waters’	  writing	  style	  is	  an	  intimate	  activity	  that	  is	  borne	  out	  of	  her	  interest	  to	  
visualize	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  a	  meaningful	  and	  authentic	  way.	  	  Of	  this	  she	  said	  in	  
interview	  for	  this	  thesis	  that	  ‘writing	  fiction	  has	  always	  felt	  to	  me	  as	  if	  it’s	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happening	  in	  a	  very	  different	  part	  of	  my	  brain	  –	  a	  much	  more	  intuitive	  part’	  
(italics	  mine,	  2010).	  	  Her	  sense	  of	  ‘intuition’	  perhaps	  comes	  from	  the	  security	  she	  
appears	  to	  have	  within	  her	  own	  sexuality.	  	  Yet	  Waters’	  instinctive	  writing	  
process	  highlights	  a	  sense	  of	  proximity	  too,	  as	  her	  sexuality	  naturally	  aligns	  her	  
subject	  matter	  closely	  with	  her.	  	  She	  has	  not	  made	  any	  secret	  of	  the	  fact	  that	  she	  
is	  a	  lesbian	  and	  in	  interview	  for	  this	  thesis	  says	  ‘I’ve	  always	  felt	  totally	  at	  home	  
with	  the	  ‘“lesbian”	  label’	  (2010).	  Waters	  projects	  a	  strong	  sense	  of	  belonging	  
when	  she	  talks	  about	  her	  writing	  and	  her	  politics.	  	  The	  ‘affection’	  she	  feels	  for	  the	  
‘lesbian	  label’	  is	  a	  message	  you	  hear	  her	  refer	  to	  over	  and	  again	  and	  it	  is	  clearly	  a	  
nomenclature	  that	  she	  freely	  identifies	  with.	  	  Likewise	  her	  popularity	  hangs,	  to	  a	  
certain	  extent,	  on	  the	  way	  she	  affirms	  the	  lives	  of	  women	  who	  desire	  other	  
women.	  ‘Intuition’	  is	  an	  intrinsic	  motivator	  for	  Waters	  as	  a	  writer.	  	  
	   Similarly,	  intuitive	  intentions	  play	  an	  essential	  role	  in	  the	  act	  of	  resistance.	  
Foucault	  says:	  
If	  genealogy	  in	  its	  own	  right	  gives	  rise	  to	  questions	  concerning	  our	  native	  
land,	  native	  language	  or	  the	  laws	  that	  govern	  us,	  its	  intention	  is	  to	  reveal	  
the	  heterogeneous	  systems	  which,	  masked	  by	  the	  self,	  inhibit	  the	  formation	  
of	  any	  form	  of	  identity	  (1971,	  p.	  95)	  
The	  status	  quo	  of	  the	  ‘heterogeneous	  systems’	  is	  caused	  by	  the	  plain-­‐sight	  of	  the	  
‘masked	  self.’	  Without	  the	  intuitive	  processes	  of	  enquiry	  Foucault	  suggests	  that	  
‘identity’	  is	  shackled	  to	  the	  consequences	  of	  the	  dominant	  perspective.	  This	  is	  
partly	  because	  the	  self	  cannot	  distinguish	  itself	  as	  separate,	  but	  also	  because	  
having	  an	  historical	  consciousness	  can	  bring	  about	  a	  sense	  of	  shame	  that	  is	  
painful	  when	  acknowledged.	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  intuition	  is	  the	  personal	  quality	  
which	  transforms	  the	  way	  an	  individual	  relates	  to	  their	  past.	  	  As	  Foucault	  says,	  
[interrogated	  history]	  finds	  that	  all	  these	  forms	  and	  transformations	  are	  aspects	  
of	  the	  will	  to	  knowledge:	  instinct,	  passion,	  the	  inquisitor’s	  devotion,	  cruel	  
subtlety,	  and	  malice	  (ibid,	  p.	  95).	  	  In	  this	  respect	  ‘intuition’	  reconciles	  the	  past	  
and	  the	  present	  and	  allows	  for	  a	  closer	  inspection.	  It	  is	  because	  of	  this,	  the	  
intuitive	  place	  Waters	  believes	  she	  begins	  from,	  that	  the	  nearness	  of	  herself	  to	  
her	  writing	  subject	  is	  established.	  	   	  
	   Publicly	  Waters	  is	  aligned	  with	  lesbian	  issues	  through	  the	  fiction	  that	  she	  
writes,	  the	  interviews	  she	  gives	  and	  her	  role	  as	  a	  historiographer.	  	  Of	  her	  creative	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expression	  she	  insists	  that	  she	  is	  ‘naturally	  drawn	  to	  certain	  issues,	  certain	  
stories’	  (2010).	  	  The	  ‘naturalness’	  or	  sense	  of	  home	  and	  familiarity	  that	  Waters	  
feels	  for	  her	  subject	  matter	  can	  also	  be	  experienced	  as	  a	  projection	  of	  her	  sense	  
of	  self.	  	  Again	  in	  dialogue	  for	  this	  thesis,	  Waters	  states	  ‘in	  lots	  of	  ways,	  my	  writing	  
is	  just	  an	  extension	  of	  my	  own	  lesbian	  identity’	  (2010).	  	  The	  historical	  
interventions	  Waters	  attempts	  to	  make	  with	  her	  writing	  are	  very	  distinctive	  
because	  they	  are	  part	  of	  her.	  She	  is	  able	  to	  achieve	  what	  Foucault	  says	  is	  ‘a	  
position	  that	  encourages	  the	  dangers	  of	  research	  and	  [the]	  delights	  in	  [the]	  
disturbing	  discoveries’	  (1971,	  p.	  95).	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  Waters’	  connection	  to	  her	  
writing	  material	  extends	  beyond	  the	  notion	  of	  earning	  her	  a	  living.	  	  The	  process	  
of	  ‘discovery’	  is	  also	  a	  personal	  journey	  of	  ‘delight’	  for	  her	  too.	  Waters	  (the	  
individual)	  is	  part	  of	  the	  ‘crowded	  scenes’	  she	  writes.	  	  One	  might	  argue	  that	  she	  
is	  writing	  herself	  into	  the	  genealogy,	  as	  well	  as	  excavating	  it	  for	  the	  purposes	  of	  
others.	  	  Take	  for	  instance	  an	  example	  from	  The	  Night	  Watch	  (2006)	  when	  Julia	  
and	  Helen	  meet	  up	  again	  on	  the	  ‘Marylebone	  Road’	  (2006,	  p.	  206).	  	  Sitting	  out	  in	  
the	  sunshine,	  Julia	  is	  described	  as	  clutching	  a	  ‘Gladys	  Mitchell	  novel	  in	  one	  hand’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  206).	  	  Here	  the	  reference	  to	  the	  novelist	  ‘Mitchell’	  is	  significant,	  because	  
Virago	  has	  republished	  her	  work	  as	  part	  of	  its	  mission	  to	  recover	  forgotten	  
female	  authors.	  	  Like	  Waters,	  Mitchell’s	  work	  features	  lesbian	  issues	  and	  her	  
work	  is	  bold	  and	  her	  female	  characters	  are	  assertive.	  	  Yet	  the	  lesbian	  content	  in	  
her	  stories	  is	  disguised	  by	  ambiguity,	  as	  the	  story	  of	  Isobel	  and	  Sister	  Marie	  
Louise	  in	  Seven	  Stars	  and	  Orion	  (1934)	  would	  attest.	  	  Socially	  unable	  to	  
outwardly	  verbalise	  the	  sensation	  of	  orgasm,	  Mitchell	  uses	  the	  metaphor	  of	  
killing	  to	  insinuate	  la	  petite	  mort	  (the	  little	  death)	  into	  the	  conversation.	  	  Isobel’s	  
tension	  is	  one	  of	  pent	  up	  sexuality	  that	  cannot	  be	  seen,	  in	  the	  same	  way	  that	  
Castle’s	  observations	  about	  the	  invisibility	  of	  female	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  have	  made	  
clear.	  	  Yet	  the	  same	  sort	  of	  imperceptibility	  can	  equally	  be	  said	  of	  Mitchell,	  who	  
spent	  the	  early	  part	  of	  her	  career	  writing	  under	  the	  pseudonyms	  of	  Stephen	  
Hockaby	  and	  Malcolm	  Torrie.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  when	  Waters	  includes	  Mitchell	  
within	  the	  narrative	  of	  The	  Night	  Watch	  she	  is	  actively	  excavating	  her	  for	  others	  
and	  writing	  her	  into	  a	  genealogy.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  Waters	  adds	  another	  layer	  of	  
intuition	  to	  her	  fiction,	  as	  the	  close	  proximity	  that	  she	  has	  to	  her	  subject	  matter,	  
both	  intimately	  and	  intellectually	  brings	  into	  being	  for	  the	  reader	  other	  unknown	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lesbian	  lives.	  	  Chapter	  one	  discussed	  in	  detail	  other	  ways	  in	  which	  the	  notion	  of	  
intimacy	  manifests	  itself	  in	  Waters’	  work,	  for	  instance,	  in	  the	  way	  that	  her	  
authorial	  presence	  extends	  into	  the	  meaning-­‐making	  processes	  and	  intervenes	  in	  
conventional	  understanding	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women.	  	  
	   Waters’	  interview	  for	  this	  thesis	  evidences	  how	  she	  is	  driven	  by	  an	  interest	  
to	  re-­‐conceptualise	  women’s	  lived	  experience.	  	  	  She	  said	  ‘I	  am	  definitely	  
interested	  in	  trying	  to	  counter	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  women’s	  stories	  have	  been	  
elided,	  obscured	  or	  misrepresented	  by	  patriarchal	  narratives	  of	  the	  past’	  
(Waters,	  2010).	  	  Here	  Waters	  acknowledges	  that	  the	  ‘patriarchal	  narratives	  of	  
the	  past’	  have	  been	  responsible	  for	  the	  inauthentic	  way	  women	  are	  socially	  and	  
culturally	  perceived.	  	  	  One	  way	  that	  this	  chapter	  will	  show	  how	  Waters	  ‘counters’	  
these	  narratives	  is	  highlighting	  the	  spaces	  she	  intuitively	  opens	  out	  in	  order	  to	  
present	  opportunities	  for	  women’s	  experiences	  to	  ‘thrive’	  (Waters,	  2010).	  	  For	  
instance,	  The	  Night	  Watch	  not	  only	  presents	  a	  sense	  of	  female	  continuity	  through	  
the	  example	  of	  Mitchell	  given	  here,	  but	  Kay’s	  employment	  as	  an	  ambulance	  
driver	  shows	  her	  living	  life	  ‘at	  full	  throttle’	  (2006).	  	  Similarly	  other	  female	  
characters	  written	  by	  Waters	  demonstrate	  their	  ability	  to	  transgress	  their	  
‘misrepresented’	  histories.	  	  Affinity’s	  Margaret	  Prior	  lives	  with	  the	  affects	  of	  her	  
transgressive	  desires	  towards	  Helen,	  which	  are	  clouded	  by	  the	  continual	  
medication	  offered	  to	  her	  by	  her	  mother.	  	  In	  this	  example,	  Mrs	  Prior’s	  behaviour	  
demonstrates	  how	  readily	  women’s	  pasts	  have	  been	  managed	  and	  ‘obscured.’	  	  
	   Waters	  ‘counters’	  the	  ‘misrepresentation’	  of	  women’s	  lived	  existence	  in	  the	  
way	  that	  her	  work	  focuses	  on	  ‘women	  themselves.’	  	  (Waters,	  2010).	  	  Through	  
this	  process	  she	  creates	  a	  heritage	  for	  women	  that	  is	  meaningful	  in	  its	  breadth	  
and	  complexity.	  	  In	  a	  similar	  way,	  connections	  with	  ‘feminist	  and	  queer	  studies’	  
tie	  Waters	  to	  her	  writing	  at	  a	  ‘submerged	  level’	  and	  this	  adds	  another	  element	  of	  
authenticity	  to	  her	  stories	  (Waters,	  2010).	  	  The	  direct	  associations	  Waters	  makes	  
between	  herself,	  her	  politics	  and	  her	  art	  form	  stand	  her	  apart	  from	  the	  previous	  
generations	  of	  writers,	  such	  as	  Mary	  Renault	  or	  Naomi	  Mitchison	  for	  instance,	  
who	  have	  continued	  to	  participate	  in	  Foucauldian	  ‘self-­‐	  masking’	  by	  mythicising	  
lesbians	  in	  the	  cultural	  imagination	  through	  models	  of	  Sappho.	  	  This	  established	  
process	  of	  idealisation	  allows	  lesbians	  to	  remain	  ‘willowy’	  peripheral	  figures	  
lacking	  substance,	  whereas,	  in	  contrast,	  the	  close	  proximity	  of	  Waters	  to	  her	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fiction	  in	  terms	  of	  her	  political	  and	  authorial	  intentions,	  provides	  a	  sense	  of	  	  
‘shape,’	  ‘material	  substance,’	  and	  historical	  depth	  and	  weight	  to	  the	  lesbian	  
figures	  she	  writes.	  	  Returning	  to	  the	  example	  from	  The	  Night	  Watch	  once	  more,	  
in	  Julia’s	  opposite	  hand	  to	  the	  one	  holding	  the	  book	  she	  is	  described	  as	  holding	  a	  
‘cigarette’	  (2006,	  p.	  206).	  	  Having	  materialised	  a	  lost	  example	  of	  a	  lesbian	  writer,	  
Waters	  then	  situates	  Mitchell	  within	  an	  ordinary,	  everyday	  setting	  of	  a	  sunny	  day	  
being	  read	  by	  a	  woman	  who	  is	  casually	  dressed	  ‘like	  a	  chimney	  sweep’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
206).	  	  The	  point	  is	  that	  this	  presented	  version	  of	  lesbianism	  is	  accessible.	  It	  is	  as	  
ordinary	  an	  occurrence	  as	  smoking	  and	  therefore	  it	  is	  nothing	  out	  of	  the	  
ordinary.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Waters	  makes	  the	  unfamiliar	  familiar	  for	  her	  readers.	  	  
Chapter	  four	  will	  address	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  destabilises	  the	  reader’s	  
perception	  of	  normative	  behaviour.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	   Waters’	  earliest	  piece	  of	  fiction	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (1998)	  was	  written	  and	  
published	  straight	  after	  her	  PhD.	  	  This	  novel	  provides	  an	  initial	  good	  measure	  of	  
her	  success	  at	  resisting	  and	  ‘countering’	  defining	  patriarchal	  narratives,	  because	  
it	  is	  the	  one	  that	  Waters	  maintains	  is	  most	  ‘closely	  affected	  by	  academic	  issues’	  
(2010).	  	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  a	  coming	  of	  age	  love	  story.	  The	  main	  protagonist,	  
Nancy	  Astley	  leaves	  her	  home	  in	  Whitstable	  to	  follow	  the	  career	  of	  her	  lover,	  the	  
music	  hall	  performer,	  Miss	  Kitty	  Butler.	  	  In	  the	  past,	  before	  their	  meeting,	  Nancy	  
has	  had	  few	  inclinations	  towards	  the	  opposite	  sex,	  except	  for	  her	  teenage	  ‘sweet-­‐
heart’	  Frederick.	  	  Frederick	  did	  not	  excite	  within	  Nancy	  the	  same	  ‘fierce	  
dreaming’	  that	  Kitty	  did	  (1998,	  p.	  41).	  	  Nancy	  says	  ‘Kitty	  would	  have	  blushed…to	  
know	  how	  shamelessly	  I	  took	  my	  memories	  of	  her,	  and	  turned	  them	  to	  my	  own	  
improper	  advantage!’	  (ibid,	  p.	  41).	  	  Waters	  celebrates	  the	  theme	  of	  same-­‐sex	  
desire	  here.	  	  The	  word	  ‘shamelessly’	  counter-­‐acts	  the	  ‘cultural	  deviancy’	  that	  has	  
been	  applied	  to	  acts	  of	  same-­‐sex	  love	  before,	  because	  Nancy	  is	  proud;	  as	  she	  says	  
she	  ‘ease[d]	  back	  the	  mantle	  of	  restraint’	  (ibid,	  p.	  41).	  	  Waters	  foregrounds	  same-­‐
sex	  desire	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  in	  a	  slightly	  different	  way	  to	  the	  novels	  that	  
followed.	  	  By	  her	  own	  admission	  at	  the	  Derby	  Book	  Festival,	  sex	  in	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet	  is	  far	  more	  ‘playful’	  than	  any	  of	  Waters’	  other	  books	  in	  its	  celebration	  of	  
the	  female	  body	  (2015).	  	  
	   The	  literary	  images	  of	  the	  ‘ghostly’	  lesbian	  are	  dispelled	  in	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet	  when	  Waters	  presents	  the	  love	  scenes	  between	  Nancy	  and	  Kitty.	  	  For	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instance	  on	  the	  night	  that	  Nancy	  and	  Kitty	  have	  their	  first	  sexual	  encounter,	  
Waters	  presents	  Kitty’s	  body	  to	  the	  reader	  as	  a	  map	  of	  the	  female	  form.	  	  Nancy	  
says:	  	  
[I]	  dipped	  my	  fingers	  into	  her	  hair.	  	  I	  touched	  her	  face	  –	  her	  brow,	  that	  
curved;	  her	  cheek,	  that	  was	  freckled;	  her	  lip,	  her	  chin,	  her	  throat,	  her	  
collar-­‐bone,	  her	  shoulder…Here,	  shy	  again,	  I	  let	  my	  hand	  linger–until,	  
with	  her	  face	  still	  tilted	  from	  my	  own	  and	  her	  eyes	  hard	  shut,	  she	  took	  my	  
wrist	  and	  gently	  led	  my	  fingers	  to	  her	  breasts.	  When	  I	  touched	  her	  here	  
she	  sighed,	  and	  turned;	  and	  after	  a	  minute	  or	  two	  she	  seized	  my	  wrist	  
again,	  and	  moved	  it	  lower	  (1998,	  p.	  105).	  
As	  Nancy	  ‘lingers’	  over	  Kitty’s	  body,	  the	  reading	  experience	  mirrors	  a	  similar	  
‘slowing	  down’	  effect.	  	  The	  heavily	  descriptive	  passage	  is	  punctuated	  to	  such	  an	  
extent	  that	  the	  reader	  is	  forced	  to	  ‘linger’	  with	  Nancy	  as	  each	  new	  region	  of	  the	  
head,	  neck	  and	  shoulders	  is	  explored.	  	  Such	  levels	  of	  tenderness	  being	  applied	  to	  
the	  treatment	  of	  the	  female	  form	  here	  prevent	  any	  idea	  that	  the	  body	  is	  being	  
objectified.	  	  Words	  like	  ‘dipped’	  and	  	  ‘touched’	  suggest	  intimacy	  rather	  than	  
exposure.	  	  This	  is	  further	  emphasised	  when	  Kitty	  responds	  by	  ‘tilting’	  her	  head,	  
‘closing’	  her	  eyes	  and	  ‘sighing.’	  Here	  there	  is	  a	  suggestion	  of	  a	  mutual,	  reciprocal,	  
co-­‐pleasuring	  relationship	  between	  the	  two	  women.	  	  The	  lesbian	  body	  on	  view	  
here	  is	  not	  one	  being	  gratuitously	  represented	  for	  the	  reader.	  	  Nancy’s	  ‘shy’	  
inexperience	  disables	  her	  and	  Kitty	  has	  to	  guide	  Nan’s	  hand	  down	  her	  body	  
beyond	  her	  ‘breasts’	  in	  order	  to	  locate	  further	  erogenous	  zones.	  	  Here	  Waters	  
materialises	  the	  lesbian	  body	  for	  the	  reader.	  The	  slow	  pace	  of	  the	  narrative	  
‘excavates’	  the	  body	  and	  reveals	  it	  piece	  by	  piece	  and	  builds	  the	  erotic	  tension	  of	  
both	  characters	  and	  reader.	  	  As	  more	  of	  Kitty’s	  body	  comes	  into	  focus,	  the	  reader	  
sees	  how	  Nancy	  is	  acting	  on	  a	  natural	  urge	  to	  explore	  Kitty’s	  body.	  	  When	  writing	  
in	  this	  way,	  Waters	  debunks	  the	  myths	  purported	  by	  the	  sexological	  narratives	  
of	  theorists	  like	  Kraft-­‐Ebing,	  which	  determine	  lesbian	  sexuality	  as	  ‘not	  by	  its	  
nature	  sensual’	  ({1886},	  1965,	  p.	  262).	  	  Kraft-­‐Ebing	  asserts	  that	  the	  purpose	  of	  
sex	  for	  women	  is	  to	  produce	  children	  and	  a	  woman’s	  life	  is	  only	  fulfilled	  by	  the	  
love	  she	  has	  for	  the	  father	  of	  her	  children	  (ibid,	  p.	  8).	  	  Here	  though,	  Waters	  is	  
showing	  these	  claims	  to	  be	  false,	  as	  Kitty	  and	  Nancy	  are	  both	  fuelled	  by	  a	  desire	  
that	  sits	  outside	  of	  these	  sexologically	  defined	  discourses.	  	  Kraft-­‐Ebing	  argues	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that	  a	  ‘wife	  accepts	  marital	  intercourse	  not	  so	  much	  as	  a	  sensual	  gratification	  as	  
a	  proof	  of	  her	  husband’s	  affection’	  (ibid,	  p,	  8.)	  However,	  Waters	  situates	  Kitty	  
and	  Nancy	  within	  a	  space	  where	  they	  are	  shown	  to	  be	  prone	  and	  open	  to	  ‘sensual	  
gratification’	  (ibid,	  p.	  8).	  	  In	  this	  regard	  the	  sexed-­‐lesbian-­‐body	  is	  being	  re-­‐
drafted	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  a	  lesbian	  point	  of	  view	  and	  this	  in	  turn	  
undermines	  the	  ideology	  that	  maintains	  knowledge	  by	  improper	  means	  
(Foucault,	  {1971},	  1984,	  p.	  97).	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  narrated	  in	  the	  first	  person	  from	  Nancy’s	  perspective.	  	  	  
This	  poetic	  feature	  is	  unlike	  Waters’	  other	  novels	  where	  there	  is	  a	  mix	  of	  
narrativity.	  	  As	  a	  consequence	  the	  reading	  experience	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  feels	  
more	  intimate,	  because	  the	  reader	  becomes	  the	  constant	  companion	  of	  Nancy	  as	  
she	  makes	  the	  journey	  to	  self-­‐discovery.	  	  The	  reading	  experience	  is	  invested	  in	  
the	  decisions	  that	  Nancy	  makes:	  the	  mistakes,	  the	  perils	  and	  the	  romance.	  	  
Waters	  claims	  that	  her	  ‘“lesbian	  writer”	  status	  lies	  in	  the	  pleasures	  and	  perils	  of	  
women’s	  experience’	  also	  (2010).	  	  As	  such	  the	  first	  person	  narration	  creates	  a	  
common	  ground	  that	  is	  shared	  by	  the	  writer	  and	  reader	  when	  accessing	  the	  
story	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet,	  because	  of	  its	  intimacy.	  	  This	  closeness	  is	  a	  narrative	  
device	  that	  is	  shared	  with	  other	  writers	  from	  other	  marginal	  positions.	  	  Black	  
feminist	  writer	  bell	  hooks	  for	  instance,	  says	  that	  she	  writes	  with	  a	  pseudonym	  
that	  is	  created	  from	  the	  names	  of	  female	  relatives	  in	  order	  to	  ‘challenge	  and	  
subdue	  all	  impulses	  that	  would	  lead	  me	  away	  from	  speech	  into	  silence’	  (1990,	  p.	  
340).	  	  For	  women	  who	  are	  marginalised,	  a	  sense	  of	  their	  own	  voice	  connects	  
them	  to	  their	  past,	  present	  and	  futures.	  	  hooks	  argues	  that	  this	  belonging	  is	  
maintained	  by	  a	  creative	  endeavour.	  	  Her	  pen	  name	  is	  a	  fictionalised	  response	  to	  
the	  difference	  she	  learnt	  between	  talking	  back	  the	  ‘“right	  speech	  of	  
womanhood”-­‐	  the	  sign	  of	  a	  woman’s	  submission	  to	  patriarchal	  authority’	  and	  the	  
sharing	  of	  speech	  (ibid,	  pp.	  337-­‐8).	  	  In	  a	  similar	  way,	  Waters’	  ‘status’	  as	  a	  writer	  
is	  embedded	  in	  the	  fictional	  way	  she	  explores	  ‘women’s	  experiences.’	  bell	  hooks	  
refers	  to	  a	  form	  of	  resistance	  which	  comes	  from	  a	  position	  of	  heritage.	  	  In	  
accordance,	  Waters	  is	  also	  attempting	  to	  create	  a	  viable	  heritage	  for	  lesbians	  in	  a	  
similar	  way.	  	  Gay	  women	  and	  women	  of	  colour	  have	  been	  marginalised	  because	  
of	  their	  identity	  and	  hooks	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  power	  of	  the	  speech	  act,	  as	  a	  
disruptive	  force.	  Like	  Waters’	  writing,	  when	  hooks	  ‘talks	  back’	  it	  comes	  from	  an	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internal	  space	  which	  challenges	  the	  dominant	  voice	  from	  a	  place	  of	  close	  
proximity.	  	  In	  both	  instances,	  these	  two	  women,	  hooks	  and	  Waters,	  have	  chosen	  
to	  intervene	  in	  their	  cultural	  denial	  through	  talking	  back.	  Hence,	  when	  Waters	  
writes	  in	  the	  first	  person	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  suggest	  that	  she	  is	  asserting	  herself	  
through	  the	  imaginative	  space	  of	  the	  text.	  	  This	  spatial	  relationship	  between	  
narrator	  and	  author	  has	  been	  outlined	  in	  the	  first	  chapter,	  through	  the	  concept	  of	  
the	  second	  authorial	  self,	  however	  here,	  consideration	  will	  be	  given	  to	  the	  idea	  of	  
proximity	  through	  its	  physical	  dimensions	  and	  through	  a	  dynamic	  interaction	  
between	  author,	  reader	  and	  subject	  matter.	  	  
hooks	  identifies	  that	  she	  ‘discovered,	  claimed	  and	  invented	  her	  [pen	  
name]	  as	  an	  ally,	  my	  support’	  (ibid,	  p.	  340).	  	  Her	  name	  empowered	  her	  to	  go	  on	  
to	  become	  an	  ‘independent	  thinker	  and	  writer’	  and	  I	  can	  see	  much	  in	  common	  
here	  with	  Waters	  and	  her	  first	  novel,	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (ibid,	  p.	  340).	  	  Waters’	  
PhD	  equipped	  her	  with	  the	  research	  skills	  she	  needed	  to	  write	  historical	  fiction,	  
but	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  has	  become	  her	  initiation	  and	  rite	  of	  passage.	  	  Its	  
popularity	  as	  an	  idea	  and	  a	  piece	  of	  fiction	  demonstrates	  that	  Waters	  is	  someone	  
who	  is	  able	  to	  catch	  the	  imagination	  of	  her	  readership.	  	  She	  can	  hold	  their	  
attention	  as	  she	  resists	  the	  grand	  narratives	  of	  the	  past	  through	  the	  act	  of	  talking	  
back.	  
Talking	  back	  is	  an	  act	  and	  as	  an	  act	  it	  carries	  a	  sense	  of	  purpose	  that	  is	  
infused	  with	  energy	  and	  movement.	  	  By	  contrast	  its	  motion	  reveals	  the	  rigidity	  
and	  fixed	  nature	  of	  normative	  value	  systems	  like	  patriarchy	  and	  heterosexuality.	  	  
As	  a	  consequence,	  the	  movement	  assigned	  to	  talking	  back	  is	  a	  political	  gesture	  of	  
unfixing.	  	  Nancy’s	  journey	  to	  sexual	  enlightenment	  is	  dynamic.	  	  The	  mobility	  that	  
is	  determined	  as	  she	  travels	  from	  location	  to	  location	  is	  mirrored	  by	  the	  
symmetry	  of	  her	  romantic	  relationship	  with	  Kitty.	  	  For	  instance,	  her	  story	  begins	  
in	  Whitstable,	  Kent	  and	  follows	  on	  to	  London	  where	  Nancy	  goes	  to	  be	  with	  Kitty.	  	  
Nancy	  describes	  the	  feelings	  that	  she	  has	  developed	  for	  Kitty	  while	  in	  London	  as	  
‘natural	  and	  proper’	  and	  this	  settles	  the	  reader	  into	  the	  rhythm	  of	  the	  story	  of	  
their	  love	  affair	  (1998,	  p.	  90).	  	  This	  tempo	  is	  further	  emphasised	  when	  Nancy	  
describes	  the	  moment	  of	  orgasm	  she	  shares	  with	  Kitty.	  	  She	  says,	  ‘there	  seemed	  
no	  motion,	  no	  rhythm,	  in	  all	  the	  world,	  but	  that	  which	  I	  had	  set	  up,	  between	  her	  
legs,	  with	  one	  wet	  fingertip’	  (ibid,	  p.	  105).	  	  Few	  experiences	  for	  the	  female	  body	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are	  as	  intimate	  as	  the	  ‘rhythm’	  that	  induces	  orgasm.	  This	  intimacy	  is	  time	  bound	  
in	  the	  sense	  that	  once	  orgasm	  is	  achieved	  the	  moment	  passes,	  and	  yet,	  Waters	  
also	  hints	  at	  its	  timeless	  quality.	  	  She	  describes	  their	  love	  in	  terms	  of	  it	  being	  
‘worldly’	  or	  universal.	  	  The	  notion	  that	  lesbian	  love	  has	  been	  a	  constant	  present	  
is	  supported	  in	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  visualises	  the	  details	  of	  their	  lovemaking	  for	  
the	  reader.	  	  Here,	  the	  materiality	  of	  Kitty	  and	  Nancy’s	  romp	  gives	  voice	  to	  lesbian	  
lived	  existence	  and	  denies	  the	  ‘ghostliness’	  so	  often	  associated	  with	  earlier	  and	  
more	  typical	  representations.	  	  hooks	  mentioned	  that	  talking	  back	  is	  ‘moving	  
from	  silence	  into	  speech’	  (1990,	  p.	  340).	  	  Waters	  uses	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  to	  begin	  
this	  gesture	  that	  her	  other	  novels	  continue.	  	  As	  hooks	  says	  talking	  back	  ‘heals,	  
makes	  new	  life	  and	  new	  growth	  possible’	  (ibid,	  p.	  340).	  	  In	  addressing	  the	  void	  in	  
working	  class	  lesbian	  representation	  through	  the	  first	  person	  narrative	  of	  Nancy,	  
Waters	  is	  defying	  established	  norms.	  	  Waters’	  authorial	  presence	  in	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet	  can	  be	  felt	  because	  the	  book	  fulfills	  an	  expressed	  desire	  by	  Waters	  to	  
remove	  the	  labeled	  historical	  object	  that	  is	  a	  ‘category	  with	  a	  history’	  and	  instead	  
present	  a	  subjective	  historical	  lesbian	  figure.	  	  As	  such,	  it	  can	  be	  said	  that	  Waters’	  
strong	  sense	  of	  self	  and	  agency	  contributes	  towards	  the	  liberated	  voice	  she	  
provides	  for	  contemporary	  lesbians.	  	  
Toni	  Morrison’s	  essay	  	  ‘The	  Site	  of	  Memory’	  (1995)	  explores	  how	  intimate	  
acts	  of	  writing	  can	  rememorise	  the	  lives	  of	  the	  marginal	  and	  the	  dispossessed	  
and	  emancipate	  them	  from	  the	  periphery.	  	  She	  argues	  that	  these	  types	  of	  stories	  
say	  two	  things:	  ‘this	  is	  my	  historical	  life’	  and	  ‘I	  write	  to	  persuade	  other	  people’	  
(ibid).	  	  	  The	  ‘historical	  life’	  that	  black	  histories	  address	  are	  those	  that	  have	  been	  
fixed	  by	  the	  dominant	  discourses	  of	  history:	  the	  ones	  that	  were	  used	  to	  justify	  
slavery.	  	  For	  Morrison,	  writing	  articulates	  the	  ‘horrors’	  of	  historical	  denial	  and	  its	  
action	  also	  denies	  the	  powerful	  hold	  that	  the	  dominant	  narratives	  retain,	  
because	  the	  act	  of	  writing,	  of	  ‘talking	  back’	  as	  hooks	  states,	  charges	  the	  minority	  
voice	  and	  lets	  it	  be	  heard	  	  (ibid).	  	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  writing	  performs	  the	  role	  as	  
chronicler,	  as	  Morrison	  says,	  it	  becomes	  a	  task	  of	  ‘how	  to	  rip	  that	  veil	  (of	  
subjugation)	  drawn	  over	  “proceedings	  too	  terrible	  to	  relate”’	  (ibid).	  	  Here	  then,	  
there	  is	  a	  clear	  association	  between	  the	  intimacy	  of	  writing	  and	  the	  liberating	  
consequences	  of	  that	  activity	  for	  minority	  lives.	  	  Morrison	  writes	  from	  a	  position	  
of	  memory	  that	  is	  infused	  by	  her	  own	  ‘recollections,’	  those	  of	  others	  and	  from	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her	  imagination.	  	  She	  says	  ‘I	  must	  trust	  my	  own	  recollections.	  I	  must	  also	  depend	  
on	  the	  recollections	  of	  others.	  	  Thus	  memory	  weighs	  heavily	  in	  what	  I	  write,	  in	  
how	  I	  begin	  and	  in	  what	  I	  find	  to	  be	  significant’	  (ibid).	  	  The	  energy	  that	  Morrison	  
draws	  upon	  in	  righting	  the	  void	  in	  the	  historical	  recording	  of	  black	  lives	  is	  
tangible,	  she	  describes	  it	  as	  ‘weigh[ing]	  heavily.’	  Morrison	  uses	  her	  own	  
memories,	  subjectivity	  as	  a	  black	  woman	  and	  cultural	  knowledge	  to	  provide	  an	  
intellectual	  substance	  to	  the	  black	  figure	  who	  has	  historically	  been	  represented	  
as	  ill-­‐educated	  and	  uncivilized.	  	  As	  she	  says	  ‘a	  literate	  slave	  was	  supposed	  to	  be	  a	  
contradiction	  in	  terms’	  (ibid).	  Foucault	  maintains	  that	  minority	  voices	  ‘reveal	  
their	  existence	  by	  using,	  obviously	  enough,	  the	  tools	  of	  scholarship’	  (1976,	  p.	  7).	  	  
Morrison	  shows	  that	  for	  black	  lives,	  education	  is	  the	  ‘tool’	  of	  release	  from	  their	  
inferior	  condition	  and	  she	  rememorizes	  the	  existence	  of	  black	  African	  Americans	  
in	  order	  to	  re-­‐educate	  the	  mainstream	  about	  their	  past	  and	  represent	  African	  
Americans	  in	  complex	  and	  meaningful	  ways	  outside	  of	  a	  white	  slave-­‐owner’s	  
history.	  	  	  
The	  concept	  of	  ‘scholarship’	  is	  also	  part	  of	  providing	  historical	  liberty	  or	  
removing	  the	  impediments	  that	  history	  has	  placed	  upon	  certain	  minority	  groups	  
in	  order	  to	  service	  their	  different	  social	  and	  cultural	  treatment.	  	  For	  Morrison,	  to	  
show	  that	  a	  black	  person	  is	  literate	  is	  to	  show	  that	  they	  are	  capable	  of	  voting	  and,	  
as	  a	  consequence,	  of	  living	  free.	  	  Thus	  schooling	  the	  reader	  in	  this	  way	  challenges	  
the	  accepted	  historical	  arguments	  used	  to	  justify	  and	  deny	  a	  meaningful	  place	  in	  
the	  historical	  narratives.	  	  This	  is	  because	  the	  notion	  of	  schooling	  enables	  
Morrison	  to	  draw	  characters	  in	  depth	  with	  their	  blackness.	  	  In	  a	  similar	  way	  to	  
Morrison,	  Waters	  uses	  the	  ‘tools	  of	  scholarship’	  to	  create	  accessible	  icons	  of	  
lesbian	  heritage	  by	  using	  Morrison’s	  effect	  of	  ‘rememorizing’	  working-­‐class	  lived	  
existence	  for	  her	  readers.	  	  For	  instance	  the	  war	  effort	  in	  The	  Night	  Watch	  (2006)	  
presents	  a	  series	  of	  meaningful	  lesbian	  experiences,	  as	  readers	  see	  Kay	  offering	  
help	  and	  reassurance	  to	  the	  community	  at	  a	  time	  of	  great	  anxiety	  and	  stress.	  	  
Maud	  Lilly	  and	  Sue	  Trinder	  in	  Fingersmith	  (2002)	  are	  women	  who	  display	  an	  
aptitude	  for	  survival.	  	  By	  using	  their	  wits	  both	  women	  eventually	  outsmart	  and	  
free	  themselves	  from	  the	  forms	  of	  patriarchal	  dominance	  which	  sought	  to	  
imprison	  them,	  such	  as	  the	  asylum	  and	  the	  cycles	  of	  dependency	  in	  marriage	  and	  
servitude.	  	  Similarly,	  the	  spellbinding	  Selina	  Dawes	  and	  Ruth	  Vigers	  from	  Affinity	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(1999)	  are	  able	  to	  command	  an	  audience	  as	  they	  work	  each	  séance.	  	  They	  move	  
around	  freely	  and	  unchallenged	  and	  this	  enables	  the	  ghostly	  presence	  of	  Peter	  
Quick	  to	  punch	  a	  guest	  on	  his	  nose.	  	  Even	  Frances	  Wray	  and	  Lilian	  Barber	  from	  
The	  Paying	  Guests	  (2014)	  show	  courage	  and	  presence	  of	  mind	  in	  the	  face	  of	  
adversity	  following	  the	  accidental	  killing	  of	  Leonard	  Barber.	  	  Together	  they	  
collaborate	  to	  move	  Leonard’s	  body	  out	  onto	  the	  pathway	  to	  make	  it	  look	  like	  an	  
accident.	  	  In	  these	  examples,	  Waters	  presents	  a	  series	  of	  female	  characters	  all	  of	  
who	  offer	  accessible	  versions	  of	  lesbianism,	  because	  each	  can	  be	  read	  as	  an	  
active	  agent	  in	  society.	  	  Though	  these	  women	  are	  not	  necessarily	  positive	  role	  
models	  in	  themselves,	  Waters	  exposes	  their	  shades	  of	  existence	  and	  this	  makes	  
them	  interesting	  and	  relatable.	  	  Their	  behaviour	  like	  Lilian	  Barber	  who	  clubbed	  
her	  husband	  over	  the	  head	  with	  an	  ashtray,	  Ruth	  Vigers	  who	  used	  gaslighting	  to	  
manipulate	  Margaret	  Prior	  and	  Sue	  Trinder	  who	  duped	  Maud	  for	  money,	  mirrors	  
the	  diversity	  that	  can	  be	  found	  in	  the	  community	  at	  large	  and	  demonstrates	  that	  
these	  characters	  are	  relatable	  and	  authentic.	  	  Therefore,	  in	  presenting	  
transgressive	  lesbian	  characters,	  Waters	  creates	  space	  between	  them	  and	  the	  
conventional	  ‘willowy’	  representation	  of	  women	  who	  desire	  other	  women.	  	  
Waters	  demonstrates	  how	  females	  involved	  with	  same	  sex	  desire	  are	  just	  as	  
capable	  of	  being	  villainous	  as	  others	  in	  the	  mainstream	  and,	  in	  so	  doing	  she	  adds	  
‘weight’	  and	  substance	  to	  the	  lesbian-­‐figure.	  	  These	  actions	  make	  the	  
representation	  of	  same	  sex	  desire	  more	  culturally	  and	  historically	  visible.	  
Morrison’s	  desire	  to	  authenticate	  black	  experience	  resonates	  with	  the	  
way	  that	  Waters’	  fiction	  has	  been	  read	  here,	  particularly	  in	  the	  capacity	  that	  
writing	  from	  a	  place	  within	  has	  to	  unsettle.	  	  Both	  black	  lives	  and	  lesbian	  lives	  
have	  been	  subject	  to	  a	  cultural	  veil	  that	  has	  been	  drawn	  over	  their	  existence.	  
Morrison	  says	  that	  ‘historically,	  we	  are	  seldom	  invited	  to	  participate	  in	  the	  
discourses	  even	  when	  we	  were	  its	  topic’	  (1995).	  	  With	  identical	  sentiment,	  
Waters	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  way	  history	  has	  obfuscated	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  
by	  recording	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  as	  a	  ‘category	  with	  a	  history’	  rather	  than	  subjective	  
participation	  in	  traditional	  historical	  discourses	  (Waters,	  1995).	  	  	  As	  such,	  the	  
factors	  that	  Morrison	  employs	  to	  ‘move	  the	  veil	  aside’	  on	  black	  lives	  can	  be	  
employed	  to	  enable	  working-­‐class	  female	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  to	  emerge	  from	  the	  
hidden	  depths	  of	  history.	  	  Morrison’s	  political	  innovation	  ‘to	  fill	  in	  the	  blanks	  that	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the	  slave	  narratives	  left-­‐to	  part	  the	  veil	  that	  was	  so	  frequently	  drawn,	  to	  
implement	  the	  stories	  that	  I	  heard’	  is	  to	  use	  her	  imagination	  in	  order	  to	  complete	  
their	  pictures	  (1995).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Waters	  shares	  much	  in	  common	  with	  black	  
feminism.	  	  Though	  lesbians	  have	  never	  been	  enslaved,	  culturally	  or	  socially,	  
nevertheless	  the	  way	  that	  black	  feminists	  like	  Morrison	  have	  rearticulated	  their	  
subordinated	  histories	  makes	  a	  relevant	  and	  useful	  connection	  with	  lesbians,	  
who	  have	  also	  suffered	  their	  histories	  being	  colonised	  by	  the	  same	  patriarchal	  
dominance.	  	  As	  such,	  Waters	  uses	  her	  imagination	  to	  provide	  accessible,	  visible	  
and	  relatable	  versions	  of	  lesbianism	  for	  a	  contemporary	  audience.	  	  She	  bridges	  
the	  distance	  and	  the	  remoteness	  of	  Sapphic	  icons	  in	  order	  to	  generate	  alternative	  
social	  role	  models.	  	  She	  gives	  substance	  to	  her	  female	  characters	  to	  counter	  their	  
literary	  invisibility	  and	  her	  stories	  deny	  the	  cultural	  disavowal	  of	  same-­‐sex	  
desire	  that	  has	  consistently	  taken	  place.	  	  
	  
Conclusion	  
It	  has	  been	  shown	  in	  more	  recent	  times	  that	  history	  is	  conceived	  as	  having	  a	  
more	  fragmentary	  nature.	  	  Radical	  thinkers	  like	  Foucault,	  for	  instance,	  draw	  
attention	  to	  the	  fictionality	  of	  history	  and	  write	  how	  history	  has	  been	  
essentialised	  from	  a	  series	  of	  errors	  that	  have	  been	  claimed	  as	  truths.	  	  The	  
narratives	  that	  have	  been	  produced	  as	  empirical	  evidence	  have	  been	  shown	  by	  
Foucault	  to	  be	  flawed	  from	  the	  outset,	  because	  of	  the	  way	  they	  elide,	  exclude	  and	  
efface	  the	  experiences	  of	  groups	  who	  fall	  outside	  of	  social	  and	  cultural	  
expectations.	  	  In	  this	  respect	  the	  history	  of	  lesbians	  is,	  as	  Waters	  maintains,	  a	  
‘category	  with	  a	  history’	  (1995,	  p	  1).	  	  Women	  have	  responded	  to	  the	  deficit	  in	  
their	  historical	  representation	  by	  exploiting	  the	  creative	  and	  imaginative	  space	  
of	  the	  historical	  novel	  in	  order	  to	  initiate	  a	  recovery	  of	  their	  identities.	  	  This	  
mode	  of	  expression	  became	  particularly	  useful	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century,	  as	  a	  
desire	  within	  the	  female	  population	  to	  experience	  more	  of	  life	  outside	  of	  the	  
home	  chimed	  with	  a	  decline	  in	  the	  popularity	  of	  the	  historical	  fiction	  genre	  with	  
male	  writers.	  	  As	  the	  war	  experience	  gave	  women	  the	  citizenship	  they	  needed,	  
the	  women’s	  historical	  novel	  increased	  in	  popularity	  and	  gave	  women	  the	  form	  
of	  escape	  they	  desired,	  both	  as	  readers	  and	  writers.	  	  Sarah	  Waters	  has	  followed	  
this	  tradition	  and	  shares	  much	  in	  common	  with	  the	  early	  pioneers	  of	  the	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woman’s	  historical	  novel,	  like	  Naomi	  Mitchison,	  Mary	  Renault	  and	  Sylvia	  
Townsend	  Warner.	  	  Like	  these	  women	  writers,	  she	  is	  independent,	  educated	  and	  
politically	  motivated	  with	  the	  purpose	  of	  reclaiming	  women’s	  histories	  and	  yet,	  
this	  chapter	  has	  shown	  that	  her	  methods	  of	  writing	  are	  an	  intimate	  and	  intuitive	  
process.	  	  Waters	  enhances	  her	  authorial	  presence	  by	  her	  media	  presence.	  	  She	  is	  
always	  happy	  to	  discuss	  her	  writing	  and	  her	  politics	  at	  public	  events	  and	  is	  a	  
frequent	  guest	  at	  literary	  and	  book	  festivals.	  	  It	  is	  because	  of	  this	  openness	  that	  
Waters	  is	  publicly	  recognised	  as	  a	  lesbian	  writer.	  She	  is	  not	  solely	  an	  author	  who	  
writes	  stories	  about	  lesbians,	  but	  she	  is	  also	  someone	  who	  acknowledges	  that	  
her	  own	  sexuality	  influences	  the	  books	  that	  she	  writes.	  	  As	  such,	  being	  regarded	  
as	  a	  lesbian	  writer	  is	  not	  only	  a	  label	  that	  Waters	  appears	  to	  be	  entirely	  
comfortable	  with,	  more	  specifically	  a	  status	  she	  encourages.	  This	  chapter	  has	  
attempted	  to	  show	  how	  the	  close	  connection	  Waters	  has	  between	  her	  work’s	  
ambition	  and	  her	  own	  sense	  of	  self	  creates	  additional	  dimensions	  and	  
complexities	  to	  her	  writing.	  	  Foucault	  alerted	  society	  to	  the	  idea	  that	  historical	  
accuracy	  can	  be	  challenged	  by	  a	  quest	  for	  knowledge	  that	  is	  driven	  by	  the	  self.	  	  
Intuition,	  he	  maintains,	  motivates	  ‘the	  desire	  for	  knowledge	  that	  has	  been	  
transformed	  among	  us	  into	  a	  passion	  which	  fears	  no	  sacrifice’	  ([1971],	  1984.	  p.	  
96).	  	  As	  such,	  the	  quest	  to	  liberate	  the	  lives	  of	  the	  marginalised	  requires	  the	  
narrative	  and	  ideological	  structures	  of	  patriarchy	  to	  be	  questioned	  and	  
potentially	  dismantled.	  In	  response,	  this	  chapter	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  own	  
assessment	  of	  her	  writing	  positions	  her	  within	  a	  theoretical	  framework	  that	  is	  
able	  to	  address	  the	  concerns	  Foucault	  raises	  and	  which	  are	  explored	  here.	  	  	  
Waters	  states	  in	  interview	  for	  this	  chapter	  that	  her	  writing	  is	  an	  extension	  
of	  herself.	  	  This	  concept	  has	  been	  explored	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  way	  that	  Waters’	  
nearness	  to	  her	  subject	  matter	  gives	  her	  a	  greater	  sense	  of	  purpose.	  	  The	  
histories	  that	  she	  is	  interested	  in	  recovering	  are	  those	  from	  below,	  what	  Foucault	  
calls	  ‘effective	  histories’	  (ibid,	  p.	  89).	  These	  are	  histories	  gathered	  from	  a	  
‘shortened	  vision’	  and	  can	  be	  accessed	  to	  ‘confirm	  our	  existence	  among	  countless	  
lost	  events,	  without	  landmark	  or	  a	  point	  of	  reference’	  (ibid,	  p.	  89).	  	  Waters’	  sense	  
of	  the	  relational	  space	  between	  her	  self	  and	  the	  proximity	  she	  has	  to	  her	  subject	  
matter	  is	  borne	  out	  through	  her	  writing.	  	  Her	  latest	  novel,	  The	  Paying	  Guests	  has	  
been	  examined	  for	  the	  way	  that	  the	  notion	  of	  the	  domestic	  has	  been	  used	  to	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exploit	  the	  connection	  of	  women	  and	  space.	  	  The	  physical	  properties	  of	  the	  
staircase	  have	  been	  discussed	  in	  this	  chapter	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  way	  that	  it	  makes	  it	  
possible	  to	  consider	  the	  gap	  between	  time	  (history)	  and	  space	  (identity).	  	  The	  
staircase	  was	  used	  as	  a	  way	  of	  enabling	  this	  chapter	  to	  argue	  that	  Waters	  
deconstructs	  the	  hierarchical	  nature	  of	  patriarchy.	  	  
Spatial	  dimensions	  and	  characters	  are	  important	  to	  historical	  fiction,	  not	  
least	  because	  they	  are	  two	  of	  the	  four	  qualities	  that	  Wallace	  identifies	  as	  
‘historical’	  necessities	  for	  the	  genre.	  	  She	  says	  ‘any	  historical	  novel	  is	  “historical”	  
in	  at	  least	  four	  senses:	  in	  its	  use	  of	  a	  particular	  period	  for	  its	  fictional	  setting;	  in	  
its	  engagement	  with	  the	  historical	  moment	  (social,	  cultural,	  political	  and	  
national)	  of	  its	  writing;	  in	  its	  relation	  to	  the	  personal	  life	  history	  of	  the	  writer	  
herself;	  and	  in	  its	  relation	  to	  literary	  history’	  (2008.	  p.	  4).	  Waters’	  writing	  
references	  ‘space’	  more	  readily	  than	  ‘setting,’	  because	  this	  term	  also	  allows	  her	  
to	  connect	  herself	  directly	  to	  the	  fictional	  process.	  	  For	  example,	  her	  writing	  self-­‐
consciously	  ‘opens	  out’	  relational	  ‘spaces’	  in	  order	  to	  express	  the	  female	  
imagination.	  	  This	  conscious	  act	  of	  re-­imagining	  through	  ‘space’	  enables	  Waters’	  
female	  characters	  to	  be	  seen	  in	  places	  (settings)	  otherwise	  ‘elided’	  in	  their	  social,	  
cultural,	  political	  and	  national	  moment.	  	  Moreover,	  such	  spaces	  act	  at	  times	  like	  
incubators	  for	  new	  ways	  of	  being.	  	  For	  instance	  the	  materializing	  of	  Peter	  Quick	  
in	  Affinity	  during	  the	  séance	  resembles	  the	  birthing	  process.	  	  As	  the	  act	  begins	  
Selina	  is	  heard	  to	  ‘cry	  out’	  and	  Peter	  would	  ‘appear	  […]	  no	  bigger,	  at	  first,	  than	  a	  
ball	  of	  ether’	  (1999,	  p.	  151).	  	  As	  ‘the	  ball	  of	  ether	  would	  grow’	  it	  is	  said	  that	  it	  
would	  ‘shake	  and	  lengthen’	  (ibid).	  The	  uniquely	  female	  experience	  of	  conceiving	  
and	  life	  bearing	  is	  re-­‐imagined	  here	  by	  Waters.	  	  When	  Peter	  Quick	  is	  described	  as	  
‘the	  queerest	  […]	  sight	  you	  ever	  saw’	  Waters	  is	  ‘queering’	  or	  making	  strange	  the	  
fixed	  nature	  of	  gender,	  which	  is	  defined	  and	  applied	  at	  birth	  (ibid).	  	  A	  ‘queer	  
sight’	  in	  this	  regard	  undermines	  acts	  of	  heteronormativity	  and,	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  
suggests	  alternative	  ways	  of	  gender	  formation.	  	  
	   Waters’	  doctoral	  thesis	  ‘Wolfskins	  and	  Togas’	  has	  made	  her	  aware	  of	  ‘the	  
emergence	  of	  a	  distinct,	  organized	  lesbian	  historiography,	  a	  quest	  for	  lesbian	  
precedent	  played	  out	  in	  the	  mainstream	  arenas	  of	  fiction	  and	  biography’	  (1995.	  p	  
137).	  	  Role	  models	  like	  Sappho	  were	  used	  to	  align	  the	  values	  and	  practices	  that	  
were	  part	  of	  a	  culture	  known	  for	  its	  intellectual	  capacity	  and	  for	  its	  liberal	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attitudes	  towards	  homosexuality.	  Though	  this	  may	  well	  help	  validate	  proscribed	  
and	  derided	  passions	  and	  show	  them	  to	  be	  worthy	  of	  study	  and	  respect,	  it	  is	  
nonetheless	  a	  selective	  process	  that	  Waters	  shows	  to	  be	  disempowering	  for	  
lesbians.	  	  Recycling	  certain	  homosexual	  icons	  over	  and	  over	  again	  fails	  to	  
address	  the	  marginalised	  status	  of	  lesbians	  in	  western	  culture.	  	  As	  such,	  these	  
icons	  perpetuate	  an	  unattainable	  and	  unreliable	  identity	  in	  their	  re-­‐presentation	  
of	  myth.	  In	  this	  respect,	  this	  chapter	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters	  attempts	  to	  
overcome	  this	  through	  the	  way	  that	  she	  foregrounds	  the	  lived	  existence	  of	  
working	  class	  lesbians	  in	  a	  socially	  meaningful	  way	  and	  thus,	  offers	  substance	  
and	  actuality	  to	  same	  sex	  desire	  in	  a	  way	  that	  conventional	  historical	  narratives	  
have	  failed	  to	  achieve.	  
‘Talking	  back’	  enables	  Waters	  to	  create	  a	  varied	  landscape	  of	  lesbian	  
experience	  on	  an	  otherwise	  limited	  social	  canvas.	  	  Yet	  this	  chapter	  has	  also	  
demonstrated	  how	  the	  act	  of	  ‘talking	  back’	  is	  more	  than	  a	  reply	  to	  the	  issue	  of	  
undisclosed	  histories.	  	  This	  is	  because	  as	  a	  term	  it	  is	  invested	  with	  energy.	  It	  is	  an	  
action	  and	  has	  an	  intention.	  I	  use	  the	  notion	  of	  ‘talking	  back’	  deliberately	  to	  
reference	  a	  dynamic	  quality	  that	  involves	  the	  interaction	  between	  the	  self	  and	  
the	  constructions	  of	  identity.	  	  It	  is	  used	  to	  evoke	  movement	  and	  exchanges	  
between	  the	  self	  and	  culture,	  between	  the	  self	  and	  society.	  	  In	  essence	  this	  term	  
is	  being	  used	  to	  refer	  to	  the	  political	  body.	  	  It	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  ‘talking	  back’	  
has	  a	  self-­‐awareness	  to	  it	  which	  is	  akin	  to	  aspects	  of	  performativity.	  	  This	  allows	  
for	  a	  more	  vigorous	  examination	  of	  Waters’	  work	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  creation	  of	  
meaning	  and	  identity	  with	  those	  who	  are	  marginalised	  and	  are	  seemingly	  part	  of	  
a	  history	  from	  below.	  	  In	  response,	  this	  chapter	  has	  demonstrated	  how	  Waters	  
animates	  working	  class	  lesbian	  identity	  from	  this	  perspective.	  	  Through	  a	  
critique	  of	  specific	  examples	  of	  location	  and	  occupation,	  this	  chapter	  has	  shown	  
how	  Waters	  intervenes	  in	  the	  traditional	  representations	  of	  these	  constructs	  and	  
thus	  displaces	  the	  conventional	  values	  placed	  upon	  them.	  	  A	  relational	  link	  
between	  the	  histories	  from	  below	  and	  those	  from	  wider	  social	  structures	  of	  
history	  from	  above	  will	  be	  exposed	  and	  so,	  it	  has	  been	  argued	  that	  through	  an	  act	  
of	  ‘talking	  back’	  Waters’	  work	  bridges	  a	  divide	  between	  two	  states	  of	  lived	  
existence:	  one	  of	  permission	  and	  one	  of	  denial.	  	  In	  turn	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  
Waters’	  fiction	  is	  able	  to	  materialise,	  authenticate	  and	  validate	  the	  lived	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existence	  of	  working	  class	  lesbian	  experience	  and,	  in	  so	  doing,	  she	  challenges	  the	  
discrepancies	  that	  become	  apparent	  in	  the	  historical	  record.	  
This	  chapter	  has	  shown	  that	  Waters’	  political	  landscape	  of	  lesbian-­‐
feminism	  shares	  much	  in	  common	  with	  the	  black	  feminism	  of	  bell	  hooks	  and	  
Toni	  Morrison.	  	  It	  has	  been	  argued	  that	  the	  first	  person	  narration	  of	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet	  injects	  into	  the	  book	  the	  energy	  hooks	  argues	  is	  necessary	  in	  order	  to	  
resist	  the	  colonising	  and	  exploitative	  scripts	  of	  dominant	  society.	  	  Hooks	  
references	  a	  need	  for	  ‘intimacy	  and	  intensity’	  that	  rests	  in	  the	  shared	  experiences	  
between	  generations	  of	  black	  females	  in	  a	  similar	  way	  to	  Foucault’s	  ideas	  of	  
genealogy	  (1990,	  p.	  338).	  	  Foucault	  maintains	  that	  a	  quest	  for	  genealogy	  will	  
enable	  the	  body	  to	  be	  seen	  in	  a	  new	  light.	  ([1971],	  1984,	  p.	  83).	  	  Similarly,	  hooks’	  
notion	  of	  talking	  back	  is	  an	  imaginative	  exercise	  to	  create	  a	  ‘new	  life’	  (1990,	  p.	  
340).	  	  Genealogy	  is	  not	  for	  Foucault	  or	  hooks	  gained	  from	  a	  sense	  of	  heritage.	  	  
For	  both	  these	  critics,	  heritage	  offers	  instability,	  ‘faults	  and	  fissures	  which	  
threaten	  the	  fragile	  inheritor’	  (Foucault,	  [1971],	  1984,	  p.	  82).	  Similarly	  hooks	  
identifies	  how	  black	  women	  within	  the	  homes	  of	  the	  southern	  communities	  
enforced	  in	  her	  as	  a	  child	  a	  sense	  of	  the	  right	  way	  to	  talk,	  she	  says	  the	  act	  of	  
speaking	  back	  was	  to	  ‘speak	  as	  an	  equal	  to	  an	  authority	  figure’	  (hooks,	  1990,	  p.	  
337).	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  women	  can	  collude	  with	  the	  silences	  that	  have	  occurred.	  	  
However,	  as	  a	  child,	  as	  a	  minor	  member	  of	  society,	  hooks	  says	  that	  ‘being	  
heard…was	  to	  invite	  punishment,’	  because	  you	  were	  interjecting	  when	  the	  
invitation	  was	  not	  there	  (ibid,	  p.	  337).	  	  	  In	  hooks’	  formative	  years,	  the	  opinions	  of	  
children	  were	  rarely	  sought	  by	  the	  authority	  figures	  of	  adults	  and,	  as	  a	  
consequence,	  she	  internalised	  talking	  back	  as	  a	  ‘courageous	  act’	  and	  ‘an	  act	  of	  
risking	  and	  daring’	  (ibid,	  p.	  337).	  	  The	  ‘risks’	  of	  punishment	  shown	  towards	  those	  
talking	  back	  to	  adults	  highlights	  the	  disruptive	  elements	  that	  are	  associated	  with	  
this	  behaviour.	  The	  threat	  given	  to	  those	  caught	  talking	  back	  suggests	  that	  this	  
act	  is	  invested	  with	  energy.	  It	  carries	  with	  it	  a	  dynamism	  that	  is	  capable	  of	  
intervening	  and	  interrupting	  the	  hegemonic	  discourses	  of	  the	  authority	  figures.	  	  	  	  
	  The	  desire	  to	  participate	  in	  talking	  back	  was,	  for	  hooks,	  honed	  in	  the	  
domestic	  space.	  	  She	  says	  that	  in	  the	  domestic	  area	  ‘black	  women	  spoke	  in	  a	  
language	  so	  rich,	  so	  poetic,	  this	  it	  felt	  to	  me	  like	  being	  shut	  off	  from	  life,	  
smothered	  to	  death	  if	  one	  was	  not	  allowed	  to	  participate’	  (ibid,	  p.	  337).	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The	  notable	  ‘richness’	  and	  ‘poetry’	  observable	  to	  hooks	  in	  the	  ‘home’	  caused	  her	  
to	  notice	  the	  inequality	  of	  treatment	  between	  people.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  inclusivity	  
is	  subjugated	  within	  the	  home	  because	  the	  women	  who	  were	  making	  ‘threats,	  
[and]	  fussing’	  were	  the	  ones	  wearing	  the	  masks	  and	  were	  blinded	  to	  the	  
consequences	  of	  their	  actions.	  	  	  
hooks	  defied	  the	  women	  who	  had	  suppressed	  her	  urge	  to	  talk	  in	  the	  home	  
by	  creating	  a	  non-­‐de-­‐plume	  from	  her	  female	  ancestors.	  	  Of	  this	  she	  states	  that	  
she	  has	  called	  into	  being	  a	  ‘legacy	  of	  defiance,	  of	  will,	  of	  courage’	  (ibid,	  p.	  340).	  	  
She	  used	  her	  creative	  capacity	  as	  a	  site	  of	  resistance,	  as	  an	  ‘ally	  and	  support’	  to	  
liberate	  the	  voices	  of	  the	  oppressed	  in	  a	  similar	  way	  to	  the	  examples	  that	  have	  
been	  shown	  here	  for	  Waters	  (Waters	  appeared	  at	  the	  Derby	  Book	  Festival	  in	  
June	  2015	  as	  part	  of	  the	  promotional	  tour	  for	  The	  Paying	  Guests	  (2014)).	  	  At	  the	  
festival,	  Waters	  said	  that	  her	  intention	  has	  always	  been	  to	  reshape	  the	  social	  
record	  in	  order	  to	  show	  lesbians	  as	  meaningful	  participants	  in	  society	  (Waters,	  
2015).	  	  This	  chapter	  has	  shown	  that	  because	  Waters	  understands	  the	  processes	  
by	  which	  such	  a	  recovery	  can	  take	  place,	  her	  work	  successfully	  demonstrates	  
that	  lesbians	  were	  capable	  of	  actively	  participating	  in	  society.	  	  Moreover,	  her	  
work	  can	  fill	  in	  the	  gaps	  of	  a	  lesbian	  heritage,	  where	  lesbian	  existence	  has	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i	  Freud’s	  theories	  of	  sexuality	  have	  been	  used	  to	  underpin	  and	  inform	  the	  way	  
society	  relates	  to	  and	  interacts	  with	  ideas	  around	  sexual	  behaviour;	  in	  particular	  
his	  Three	  Essays	  On	  The	  Theory	  of	  Sexuality	  has	  been	  highly	  influential.	  However,	  
there	  is	  an	  inherent	  problem	  in	  Freud’s	  work,	  because	  he	  takes	  as	  his	  starting	  
point	  of	  understanding	  already	  present	  and	  constructed	  ideas	  of	  social	  norms.	  	  
The	  behaviours	  of	  Freud’s	  women	  patients	  are	  interpreted	  through	  a	  lens	  of	  
heteronormativity	  and	  they	  are	  observed	  for	  the	  qualities	  of	  femininity	  that	  they	  
display.	  	  For	  instance	  he	  describes	  women	  in	  terms	  of	  their	  ‘shyness,	  
…modesty…[in]	  need	  of	  instruction	  and	  assistance’	  (1905,	  p.	  9).	  	  This	  social	  bias	  
is	  also	  present	  in	  Freud’s	  writing	  on	  inversion,	  where	  he	  examines	  
homosexuality	  along	  a	  similar	  corresponding	  binary.	  	  Freud	  determines	  as	  
socially	  rebellious	  those	  homosexuals	  who	  ‘energetically’	  engage	  with	  their	  
same-­‐sex	  desire,	  whereas,	  he	  regards	  those	  who	  actively	  challenge	  their	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homosexual	  nature	  as	  socially	  compliant	  individuals.	  Theories	  of	  inversion	  
promoted	  complicity	  as	  a	  culturally	  tolerated	  form	  of	  lesbianism.	  	  This	  in	  turn	  
alienated	  lesbian	  representation	  from	  normative	  society.	  	  	  	  
ii	  Victorian	  attitudes	  towards	  sexuality	  caused	  women	  to	  become	  the	  focus	  of	  
scientific	  interest,	  especially	  to	  the	  emerging	  field	  of	  Sexology	  in	  the	  late	  
nineteenth	  century.	  	  Victorians	  used	  scientific	  reason	  to	  make	  sense	  of	  the	  way	  
humans	  behaved	  and	  as	  a	  way	  to	  control	  interactions.	  	  Richard	  von	  Kraft-­‐Ebing’s	  
theory	  of	  Uranism	  became	  popular	  around	  the	  time	  he	  published	  Psychopathia	  
Sexualis	  in1886.	  	  His	  ideas	  of	  female	  urning	  influenced	  not	  only	  the	  appearance	  
of	  women,	  claiming	  short	  hair	  and	  a	  liking	  for	  men’s	  fashion	  as	  a	  sign	  of	  uranism,	  
but	  also	  their	  pastimes	  and	  interests.	  	  Women	  who	  aspired	  to	  be	  scientists	  were	  
viewed	  with	  suspicion,	  as	  were	  women	  who	  publically	  smoked.	  	  
iii	  hooks	  and	  Waters	  both	  represent	  voices	  of	  groups	  that	  have	  been	  oppressed	  
and	  because	  of	  this	  they	  share	  a	  desire	  to	  authenticate	  the	  existence	  of	  the	  
marginalised	  perspectives	  that	  they	  write	  from.	  	  Though	  the	  social	  treatment	  of	  
lesbians	  has	  not	  involved	  a	  history	  of	  slavery,	  nevertheless	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  see	  
how	  their	  identities	  have	  been	  colonised	  by	  patriarchy	  and,	  as	  such,	  queer	  theory	  
and	  black-­‐feminism	  share	  the	  same	  motivation	  to	  resist	  dominant	  narratives.	  	  	  	  
ivWhile	  sexology	  and	  psychoanalysis	  medicalised	  lesbianism	  as	  a	  deviancy	  in	  the	  
Victorian	  period,	  Castle	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  until	  the	  twentieth	  century	  it	  was	  
not	  obvious	  to	  the	  cultural	  imagination	  that	  women	  might	  desire	  other	  women.	  	  	  
She	  argues	  that	  this	  is	  the	  reason	  why	  there	  are	  so	  few	  literary	  examples	  to	  call	  
upon.	  	  	  
v	  I	  am	  also	  highlighting	  here	  that	  the	  idea	  of	  a	  singular	  history	  is	  a	  myth	  and	  that	  
there	  are	  always	  multiple	  versions	  of	  history	  or	  histories.	  	  
vi	  By	  a	  coincidence	  of	  timing	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century,	  the	  historical	  
novel	  began	  to	  wane	  in	  popularity	  with	  male	  writers	  just	  as	  it	  experienced	  an	  
increased	  surge	  from	  women	  writers	  and	  readers.	  	  At	  this	  time	  women	  were	  
escaping	  the	  confines	  of	  the	  domestic	  space	  on	  a	  more	  regular	  basis	  as	  they	  took	  
on	  paid	  roles	  outside	  of	  the	  home	  in	  places	  like	  factories	  and	  offices.	  	  	  	  
vii	  Women	  used	  historical	  fiction	  to	  address	  female	  related	  issues	  around	  
contraception;	  abortion,	  childbirth	  and	  even	  homosexuality	  became	  permissible	  
subject	  matter	  for	  the	  historical	  storyline.	  
viii	  Behaviours	  are	  imposed	  by	  society	  in	  the	  form	  of	  expectations.	  	  The	  science	  of	  
sexology	  was	  used	  to	  determine	  lesbianism	  as	  deviant	  and	  this	  accounted	  for	  the	  
behaviour	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  behaviours	  are	  seen	  
as	  part	  of	  a	  social	  narrative	  is	  experienced	  separately	  by	  the	  individual.	  	  In	  
contrast	  lived	  existence	  is	  attached	  to	  the	  everyday	  life	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  and	  is	  
a	  much	  more	  authentic	  representation.	  	  
ix	  Peter	  Burke’s	  New	  Perspectives	  on	  Historical	  Writing	  (2006)	  presents	  new	  
history	  as	  a	  series	  of	  varied	  and	  opposing	  voices,	  as	  heteroglossia,	  rather	  than	  as	  
a	  master	  narrative	  of	  events,	  as	  is	  the	  traditional	  sense	  of	  history.	  Burke	  argues	  
that	  contemporary	  understandings	  of	  history	  now	  include	  issues	  to	  do	  with	  the	  
local,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  national	  and	  international	  politics.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  new	  
history	  is	  concerned	  with	  ‘virtually	  every	  human	  activity’	  (p.	  3).	  	  He	  justifies	  this	  
point	  by	  drawing	  attention	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  everything	  in	  society	  has	  a	  past	  and	  
therefore	  has	  a	  story	  to	  tell.	  	  New	  ideas	  on	  history	  have	  been	  shaped	  by	  cultural	  
relativism	  and	  this	  philosophy	  tells	  us	  that	  reality	  is	  fashioned	  by	  a	  series	  of	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social	  and	  cultural	  constructions.	  This	  relationship,	  Burke	  maintains,	  
‘undermines	  the	  traditional	  distinction	  between	  what	  is	  “central”	  in	  history	  and	  
what	  is	  “peripheral”’	  (p.	  4).	  	  Perhaps	  most	  importantly	  is	  the	  realisation	  by	  the	  
scholars	  of	  new	  history	  that	  other	  sources	  of	  evidence	  have	  to	  be	  taken	  into	  
consideration	  when	  rescuing	  the	  pasts	  of	  the	  subjugated,	  or	  the	  people	  who	  have	  
played	  a	  minor	  role	  in	  society.	  	  Moreover,	  Burke	  maintains	  that	  there	  is	  an	  
acceptance	  that	  there	  are	  groups	  of	  people	  for	  whom	  written	  accounts	  of	  their	  
histories	  are	  not	  available.	  	  In	  this	  regards,	  new	  history	  also	  places	  an	  
importance	  on	  oral	  evidence.	  Burke’s	  book	  shows	  how	  contemporary	  ideas	  of	  
new	  histories	  ‘stress	  the	  role	  of	  ordinary	  people	  in	  making	  their	  own	  history,	  
both	  individually	  and	  collectively,	  as	  participants	  in	  the	  cultural	  “construction”	  
or	  “invention	  of	  social	  entities”	  (p.	  20).	  	  Like	  E.P	  Thompson,	  Burke	  highlights	  
how	  new	  ideas	  of	  history	  are	  engaged	  with	  telling	  the	  stories	  of	  the	  ‘grassroots’	  
from	  a	  cultural	  perspective.	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Re-­Imagining	  the	  Romance	  
	  
Introduction	  
This	  chapter	  examines	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  re-­imagines	  the	  genre	  of	  romance.	  	  
With	  reference	  to	  the	  influential	  book	  Reading	  the	  Romance	  (1984)	  by	  Janice	  
Radway,	  it	  will	  demonstrate	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  Waters	  renegotiates	  the	  
designated	  role	  of	  the	  female	  body.	  	  Reading	  the	  Romance	  is	  one	  of	  the	  most	  
comprehensive	  enquiries	  to	  have	  been	  published	  in	  the	  area	  of	  romance	  studies.	  	  
Originally	  published	  in	  1984,	  Reading	  the	  Romance	  is	  an	  ethnographical	  
exploration	  of	  the	  romance	  reading	  habits	  of	  women	  readers	  and	  women’s	  
reading	  groups.	  	  As	  a	  form	  of	  literary	  critique,	  it	  is	  useful	  because	  it	  locates	  the	  
repetitive	  features	  of	  the	  romance	  genre	  that	  most	  appeal	  to	  its	  readers.	  	  This	  is	  
of	  particular	  benefit	  to	  this	  chapter,	  because	  it	  establishes	  a	  conventional	  
benchmark	  against	  which	  it	  will	  be	  possible	  to	  assess	  the	  impact	  Waters	  has	  in	  
terms	  of	  addressing	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  her	  fiction.	  	  Radway	  identifies	  a	  series	  of	  
re-­‐occurring	  characteristics	  which,	  when	  put	  together,	  form	  the	  basis	  of	  what	  
she	  deems	  to	  be	  the	  ideals	  of	  traditional	  romance.	  	  She	  highlights	  how	  women	  
are	  typically	  accorded	  one	  of	  three	  archetypal	  main	  roles	  in	  romance	  writing.	  	  
These	  designated	  positions	  can	  be	  defined	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  following:	  the	  heroine,	  
who	  is	  the	  woman	  who	  shares	  ‘true	  love’	  with	  the	  hero;	  the	  heroine’s	  foil,	  who	  is	  
the	  woman	  who	  spends	  her	  time	  undermining	  the	  heroine	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  
distract	  the	  attention	  of	  the	  hero;	  and	  the	  love	  rival,	  who	  is	  a	  woman	  who	  is	  both	  
alluring	  and	  hyper-­‐sexual,	  known	  for	  her	  capacity	  to	  incite	  lust	  in	  men	  and	  envy	  
in	  women	  ([1984]	  1991,	  p.	  133).	  	  To	  accompany	  these	  female	  positions,	  Radway	  
found	  that	  there	  is	  also	  a	  series	  of	  preferred	  plot	  lines,	  such	  as	  the	  ‘happy	  
ending,’	  ‘love	  at	  first	  sight’	  and	  the	  concept	  of	  ‘true	  love.’	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These	  occupied	  emotional	  spaces	  and	  plotted	  storylines	  apparent	  within	  
romance	  fiction	  are	  a	  perfect	  reflection	  of	  the	  economies	  of	  phallocentricism.	  	  	  As	  
a	  structure	  phallocentricism	  privileges	  masculinity	  and	  is	  predicated	  on	  the	  
pursuit	  of	  youth	  and	  beauty.	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  use	  Waters’	  fiction	  to	  expose	  the	  
way	  traditional	  forms	  of	  romance	  are	  inherently	  based	  on	  a	  system	  of	  sexual	  
difference.	  	  Waters’	  fiction	  will	  be	  used	  to	  contest	  how	  each	  of	  these	  assigned	  
positions	  of	  the	  female	  character	  is	  negotiated	  by	  and	  through	  her	  interactions	  
with	  the	  hero.	  	  For	  instance,	  the	  heroine’s	  experience	  of	  ‘true	  love’	  is	  completely	  
reliant	  on	  the	  hero’s	  capacity	  to	  provide	  emotional	  attachment	  and	  her	  success	  at	  
achieving	  a	  life	  of	  happiness	  is	  subject	  to	  her	  securing	  a	  marriage	  proposal.	  	  One	  
of	  the	  subtle	  implications	  of	  a	  system	  that	  has	  only	  one	  ‘real’	  use	  for	  female	  
subjectivity	  is	  the	  way	  that	  it	  Others	  representations	  of	  women	  who	  cannot	  
positively	  reinforce	  patriarchy.	  	  Within	  romance	  these	  are	  representations	  of	  
women	  who	  are	  the	  idealised	  heroine,	  the	  foil	  or	  the	  love	  rival,	  or	  who	  are	  
engaged	  in	  the	  pursuit	  of	  marriageable	  plot	  lines.	  	  Lesbian	  characters	  are	  notable	  
minorities	  in	  many	  fictional	  genres,	  because,	  as	  Terry	  Castle	  tells	  us	  in	  her	  book	  
The	  Literature	  of	  Lesbianism	  (2003),	  their	  shadowy	  presence	  is	  commonly	  cast	  
out	  of	  normative	  society	  and	  forced	  to	  suffer	  a	  literary	  death	  for	  their	  ‘unnatural’	  
sexuality	  (2003,	  p.	  3).	  	  Symptomatic	  of	  this	  literary	  void	  is	  the	  difficulty	  for	  
writers	  of	  lesbian	  fiction	  to	  engage	  with	  such	  heavily	  interpolated	  examples	  of	  
heterosexist	  emotional	  and	  economic	  dependency.	  	  For	  instance,	  even	  the	  
assignation	  of	  the	  term	  ‘heroine’	  to	  the	  female	  character	  is	  problematic	  for	  
writers	  of	  lesbian	  desire.	  	  This	  is	  because	  within	  the	  genre	  of	  romance	  the	  ‘hero’	  
contained	  within	  the	  word	  heroine	  reinforces	  the	  notion	  that	  female	  subjectivity	  
can	  only	  be	  understood	  through	  her	  relationship	  with	  the	  male.	  	  As	  a	  
consequence,	  the	  redoubtable	  challenge	  for	  lesbian	  romance	  literature	  is	  to	  re-­‐
interpret	  the	  subjectivity	  of	  the	  desired	  object	  (the	  woman)	  for	  a	  reader	  in	  an	  
authentic	  and	  valid	  way	  that	  does	  not	  compromise	  the	  romantic	  integrity	  of	  the	  
story.	  	  
One	  of	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters	  attempts	  to	  renew	  lesbian	  romance	  and	  to	  
re-­‐establish	  a	  woman’s	  experience	  from	  a	  female-­‐orientated	  point	  of	  view	  is	  by	  
placing	  her	  at	  the	  centre	  of	  the	  text	  and	  not	  as	  a	  subsidiary	  of	  any	  
heteronormative	  exchange.	  	  This	  permits	  an	  exploration	  of	  lesbianism	  by	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creating	  a	  viable	  and	  visible	  social	  presence,	  while	  specifically	  showing	  her	  to	  be	  
an	  autonomous	  subject	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  re-­‐scripts	  her	  sense	  of	  self.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  
lesbian	  romance	  can	  be	  a	  positive	  form	  of	  literature	  for	  all	  women	  readers,	  
because	  as	  Castle	  suggests,	  ‘[lesbian	  romance]	  can	  play,	  obviously,	  a	  powerfully	  
inspirational	  and	  self-­‐affirming	  psychological	  function	  for	  members	  of	  minority	  
groups’	  (ibid,	  p.	  1).	  Over-­‐turning	  a	  pejorative	  world	  order	  is	  particularly	  
‘inspirational’	  to	  ‘minority	  groups’	  but	  this	  chapter	  will	  also	  show	  how	  all	  women	  
readers	  can	  be	  beneficiaries	  of	  lesbian	  romance	  novels.	  	  	  This	  will	  be	  achieved	  by	  
introducing	  Paulina	  Palmer’s	  comments	  that	  lesbian	  romance	  is	  indeed	  the	  ideal	  
genre	  for	  all	  women,	  followed	  by	  a	  consideration	  of	  Mikhail	  Bakhtin’s	  notion	  of	  
the	  carnivalesque.	  	  Reflecting	  on	  the	  eccentricities	  of	  performance,	  Bakhtin’s	  
notion	  of	  the	  serio-­‐comical	  will	  be	  used	  to	  explore	  an	  alternative	  creative	  space.	  	  
Bakhtin’s	  theories	  help	  to	  re-­‐draw	  the	  boundaries	  of	  romance	  and,	  where	  the	  
reader	  is	  encouraged	  to	  suspend	  their	  current	  world-­‐view,	  a	  notable	  slippage	  
into	  an	  alternative	  one	  occurs.	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  argue	  that	  Waters	  anticipates	  
this	  textual	  ‘rupture’	  and	  exploits	  it	  to	  establish	  lesbian	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  within	  
the	  trajectory	  of	  a	  normative	  experience.	  	  	  
In	  order	  to	  show	  how	  romance	  can	  be	  successfully	  renegotiated	  from	  the	  
perspective	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  experience,	  this	  chapter	  will	  focus	  on	  
representations	  from	  three	  of	  Waters’	  books,	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (1998),	  Affinity	  
(1999)	  and	  Fingersmith	  (2002).	  	  These	  novels	  have	  been	  selected	  because	  they	  
have	  an	  abundance	  of	  examples	  where	  the	  scripts	  of	  traditional	  romance	  are	  
being	  retold.	  	  Maryan	  Wherry	  suggests	  that	  the	  ‘skeletal	  formula’	  of	  a	  love	  
relationship	  is	  developed	  by	  traditional	  romance	  fiction	  in	  a	  number	  of	  ways	  
(2014,	  p.	  54).	  	  Wherry	  says:	  	  
romance	  structure	  is	  used	  to	  examine	  and	  explore	  tensions	  and	  debates	  
about	  social	  values,	  cultural	  conditions	  and	  gender	  relations;	  the	  
relationships	  between	  the	  primary	  characters	  are	  places	  to	  confront	  and	  
engage	  with	  traditional	  notions	  about	  gender,	  perhaps	  even	  to	  transform	  
them	  (ibid,	  p.	  54)	  	  	  	  
The	  ‘structure	  of	  romance’	  that	  Wherry	  is	  drawing	  attention	  to	  is	  centred	  on	  the	  
dominant	  plot	  lines	  of	  heterosexual	  relationships	  between	  man	  and	  woman.	  	  	  
However,	  what	  is	  of	  interest	  to	  this	  chapter	  is	  the	  notion	  of	  ‘transformation’	  and	  
	   119	  
the	  potential	  for	  the	  romance	  genre	  to	  be	  subverted	  as	  such.	  	  In	  Waters’	  fiction	  
the	  ‘debates	  about	  social	  values,	  cultural	  conditions	  and	  gender	  relations’	  are	  
read	  from	  an	  alternative	  perspective,	  because	  of	  the	  sexuality	  of	  the	  protagonists	  
and	  their	  relationships.	  	  Their	  journeys	  to	  selfhood	  and	  the	  trials	  and	  tribulations	  
that	  Waters’	  lesbian	  characters	  have	  to	  overcome	  in	  order	  to	  live	  as	  women	  
desiring	  other	  women	  disrupt	  the	  accepted	  versions	  of	  cultural,	  historical	  and	  
social	  discourses	  that	  inform	  heterosexual	  romance.	  	  Wherry	  makes	  the	  point	  
that	  ‘popular	  romances	  celebrate	  women’s	  competency’	  and	  have	  created	  a	  ‘long	  
legacy’	  celebrating	  the	  female	  form	  (ibid,	  p.	  54).	  	  In	  response	  to	  this,	  this	  chapter	  
intends	  to	  show	  how	  Waters	  successfully	  helps	  her	  readers	  visualise	  a	  viable	  
way	  of	  life	  that	  has	  been	  historically	  categorised	  as	  deviant	  and,	  as	  such,	  
struggles	  to	  provide	  a	  positive	  legacy	  for	  working	  class	  lesbians.	  	  	  	  
This	  chapter	  will	  argue	  that	  affirmations	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  
validate	  same	  sex	  desire.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  it	  will	  be	  shown	  how	  the	  desires	  of	  
women	  for	  other	  women	  are	  used	  by	  Waters	  to	  destabilise	  the	  institutions	  that	  
have	  scripted	  patriarchy,	  such	  as	  those	  of	  marriage	  and	  heterosexuality.	  	  As	  a	  
result,	  this	  chapter	  will	  highlight	  how	  in	  retelling	  romance	  stories	  through	  a	  
prism	  of	  lesbianism,	  Waters	  re-­scripts	  accepted	  social	  narratives.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  
it	  will	  be	  shown	  how	  she	  interrogates	  the	  absolutism	  of	  heteronormativity	  
within	  Western	  culture.	  	  Such	  close	  examination	  of	  these	  social	  structures	  will	  
support	  the	  view	  that	  Waters	  deliberately	  uses	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  in	  order	  to	  
undermine	  hegemonic	  romance,	  which	  underpins	  patriarchy.	  	  It	  will	  argue	  that	  
the	  narratorial	  style	  of	  Nancy’s	  first	  person	  narration	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  
intimately	  draws	  mainstream	  female	  readers	  into	  her	  story.	  	  Radway	  states	  that	  
women	  read	  romance	  because	  it	  is	  seen	  by	  ‘women	  as	  a	  way	  of	  participating	  in	  a	  
large,	  exclusively	  female	  community’	  ([1984]	  1991,	  p,	  11).	  	  In	  these	  terms,	  an	  
‘exclusively	  female	  community’	  is	  one	  structured	  around	  heterosexual	  
relationships	  and	  Radway	  found	  that	  reading	  romance	  stories	  was	  one	  way	  
women	  ‘confronted	  their	  dissatisfaction’	  with	  these	  traditional	  relationship	  
patterns	  (ibid,	  p.	  13).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Nancy’s	  personal	  account	  of	  love	  and	  desire	  
presents	  women	  readers	  with	  an	  opportunity	  to	  explore	  unconventional	  displays	  
of	  affection	  from	  a	  vicarious	  position.	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  therefore	  ask	  to	  what	  
extent	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  re-­casts	  the	  submissive	  role	  of	  the	  traditional	  heroine.	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In	  this	  respect,	  it	  will	  be	  shown	  how	  Waters	  writes	  female	  characters	  whose	  
sense-­‐of-­‐self	  calls	  into	  question	  the	  accepted	  view	  of	  women	  being	  
preternaturally	  nurturing.	  	  	  
Hence	  the	  erotic	  dislodges	  the	  association	  of	  women	  with	  ideas	  of	  
reproduction	  contributing	  to	  one	  of	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  the	  assigned	  roles	  of	  
women	  are	  challenged.	  	  To	  this	  end,	  this	  chapter	  will	  examine	  the	  role	  the	  erotic	  
performs	  in	  Waters’	  work.	  	  Taking	  examples	  from	  Fingersmith,	  it	  will	  
demonstrate	  how	  Waters	  deviates	  from	  conservative	  ideas	  of	  romance	  in	  order	  
to	  re-­situate	  the	  reader’s	  pleasure.	  	  Radway	  analysed	  the	  interactive	  nature	  of	  
romance	  reading	  and	  came	  to	  the	  conclusion	  that	  as	  an	  activity	  it	  ‘supplements	  
the	  avenues	  traditionally	  open	  to	  women	  for	  emotional	  gratification	  by	  
supplying	  them	  vicariously	  with…attention	  and	  nurturance’	  (ibid,	  p.	  212).	  	  The	  
pleasure	  of	  reading	  romance	  for	  the	  women	  in	  Radway’s	  study	  comes	  from	  the	  
act	  of	  ‘nurturing’	  that	  is	  provided	  by	  the	  ‘vicarious’	  imaginative	  aspect	  to	  the	  
story	  that	  compensates	  for	  a	  mundane	  and	  assigned	  daily	  existence.	  	  On	  the	  
other	  hand,	  reading	  romances	  was	  also	  shown	  by	  Radway	  to	  be	  ‘counter-­‐
valuative’	  (ibid,	  p.	  212).	  	  Of	  this,	  she	  states	  that	  women	  use	  romance	  to	  ‘explore	  
the	  consequences	  of	  their	  common	  social	  condition	  as	  the	  appendages	  of	  men’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  212).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Romance	  is	  the	  ideal	  genre	  through	  which	  women	  
can	  address	  their	  social	  confinement	  as	  ‘appendages	  of	  men’	  and	  attend	  to	  their	  
pleasures.	  	  However,	  Waters’	  fiction	  envisions	  for	  women	  an	  alternative	  to	  the	  
ideal	  that	  has	  been	  described	  by	  Radway.	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  highlight	  the	  way	  
that	  Fingersmith	  envisions	  for	  women	  an	  alternative,	  perhaps	  even	  a	  more	  
perfect,	  space	  where	  all	  the	  needs	  of	  women	  are	  addressed.	  	  Waters	  imagines	  a	  
fulfilling	  future	  for	  women	  that	  is	  free	  from	  male	  values	  and	  solely	  addresses	  the	  
erotic	  pleasures	  of	  women.	  
Finally,	  Affinity	  will	  be	  used	  to	  examine	  the	  way	  Waters	  revokes	  the	  
hegemonic	  ideals	  of	  ‘true	  love.’	  The	  story	  of	  Margaret	  Prior	  rejects	  the	  ‘happy	  
ending’	  scenario	  of	  the	  typical	  love	  stories	  Radway	  identifies	  and	  replaces	  it	  with	  
an	  example	  of	  failed	  romance.	  	  In	  doing	  this,	  Waters	  challenges	  the	  idea	  that	  
there	  is	  only	  one	  successful	  romantic	  ending.	  	  Though	  Margaret	  is	  left	  bereft	  by	  
the	  actions	  of	  Selina	  Dawes	  and	  Ruth	  Vigers,	  nevertheless,	  the	  story’s	  strength	  
comes	  from	  its	  brutal	  honesty	  in	  that	  not	  all	  love	  stories	  end	  happily	  or	  are	  fair.	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In	  replacing	  the	  ‘happy	  ending’	  scenario	  with	  rejection,	  Waters	  provides	  her	  
readers	  with	  an	  alternative	  and	  much	  more	  open	  and	  variant	  romantic	  outcome.	  	  
Radway	  maintains	  that	  if	  romance	  is	  always	  viewed	  from	  ‘within	  a	  belief	  system	  
that	  accepts	  as	  given	  the	  institutions	  of	  heterosexuality	  and	  monogamy,	  it	  can	  be	  
conceived	  as	  an	  activity	  of	  mild	  protest’	  (ibid,	  p.213).	  	  Radway	  acknowledges	  
that	  romance	  reading	  is	  a	  political	  activity	  of	  ‘mild	  protest’	  and	  that	  women	  
require	  alternative	  story	  endings.	  	  Affinity	  presents	  women	  with	  the	  release	  from	  
social	  expectation	  and	  the	  opportunity	  to	  imagine	  a	  life	  outside	  of	  this	  context,	  
because	  it	  removes	  the	  necessity	  for	  women	  to	  succeed	  and	  allows	  them	  to	  
experience	  failure.	  In	  effect,	  this	  chapter	  will	  show	  how	  Affinity	  hollows	  out	  the	  
idealism	  of	  heterosexist	  romance.	  	  	  	  
	  
Romance	  and	  the	  Mainstream	  
In	  her	  essay	  ‘Girl	  meets	  Girl’	  (1998)	  Pauline	  Palmer	  argues	  that	  lesbian	  romance	  
offers	  its	  readers	  the	  same	  level	  of	  emotional	  investment	  as	  traditional	  romance	  
(1998,	  p,	  190).	  	  In	  fact,	  Palmer	  suggests	  that	  without	  expectation,	  romance	  
proves	  to	  be	  a	  ‘surprisingly	  versatile	  literary	  mode’	  through	  which	  to	  explore	  
lesbian	  issues.	  This	  is	  because	  Palmer	  and	  indeed	  Radway	  say	  that,	  as	  a	  genre,	  	  it	  
appeals	  to	  a	  large	  female	  readership	  (ibid,	  p.	  190).	  	  Palmer	  maintains	  that	  the	  
romance	  genre’s	  ‘versatility’	  can	  be	  found	  in	  its	  offer	  of	  a	  ‘strong	  degree	  of	  reader	  
identification’	  and,	  as	  such,	  the	  genre	  style	  makes	  it	  possible	  for	  women-­‐focused	  
stories	  to	  be	  at	  the	  forefront	  (ibid,	  p.	  190).	  	  Moreover,	  Palmer	  makes	  the	  point	  
that	  romance	  allows	  for	  a	  ‘celebratory	  portrayal	  of	  the	  female	  protagonist	  and	  
her	  relationships’	  (ibid,	  p.	  190).	  	  It	  is	  romance’s	  potential	  for	  variegation,	  ‘to	  
celebrate’	  and	  ‘foreground’	  women	  that	  leads	  Palmer	  to	  suggest	  that	  as	  the	  
majority	  of	  its	  readers	  are	  women,	  romance	  literature	  is	  an	  exceptional	  mode	  
through	  which	  to	  explore	  erotic	  lesbian	  fantasy	  (ibid,	  p.	  190).	  	  She	  says:	  	  
romance	  is	  a	  genre	  which	  traditionally	  treats	  love	  and	  appeals	  to	  female	  
readership.	  	  It	  represents,	  in	  this	  respect,	  an	  obvious	  vehicle	  for	  the	  
treatment	  and	  popularisation	  of	  lesbian	  themes	  (ibid,	  p189).	  	  	  
Here,	  Palmer’s	  attention	  to	  the	  concept	  of	  ‘popularising’	  lesbian	  issues	  is	  an	  
interesting	  point	  to	  make,	  particularly	  when	  considered	  alongside	  Waters’	  
mainstream	  appeal	  and	  the	  relative	  success	  she	  has	  achieved	  in	  positioning	  sub-­‐
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cultural	  lesbian	  interests	  at	  the	  forefront	  of	  popular	  culture.	  	  Raymond	  Williams	  
provides	  an	  apt	  explanation	  of	  popular	  culture	  that	  is	  most	  useful	  here.	  	  He	  says	  
that	  popular	  culture	  can	  be	  ‘work	  [that	  is]	  deliberately	  setting	  out	  to	  win	  favour	  
with	  the	  people’	  ([1961]1963,	  p	  17).	  	  This	  definition	  is	  particularly	  helpful	  
because	  it	  highlights	  the	  commercial	  relationships	  between	  the	  writer	  and	  the	  
consumer	  and	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  certain	  literary	  modes	  deliberately	  
target	  a	  specific	  audience.	  	  Similarly,	  interesting	  comparisons	  can	  be	  made	  here	  
with	  the	  way	  that	  Palmer	  sees	  lesbian	  romance	  appealing	  to	  a	  female	  audience.	  	  
She	  argues	  that	  lesbian	  romance	  ‘allows	  for	  a	  celebratory	  portrayal	  of	  the	  female	  
protagonist	  and	  her	  relationships’	  (Palmer,	  1998,	  p.190).	  	  Palmer’s	  point	  more	  
generally	  seems	  to	  be	  that	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  argue	  that	  women	  are	  ‘hot	  wired’	  into	  
the	  genre	  of	  romance	  and,	  because	  of	  this,	  they	  naturally	  become	  the	  ideal	  
readers.	  	  In	  the	  process,	  there	  are	  also	  reasons	  why	  stories	  about	  women	  will	  
appeal	  to	  other	  women.	  	  Of	  this	  it	  can	  be	  said	  that	  literature	  is	  capable	  of	  being	  
‘semi-­‐programmed’	  in	  favour	  of	  a	  female	  readership	  and	  that	  readers	  are	  
themselves	  ‘programmable’	  in	  terms	  of	  being	  shaped	  by	  the	  material	  they	  read	  
(Escarpit,	  1966).	  	  	  
	   Within	  the	  mainstream,	  Nielsens	  highlight	  that	  romance	  fiction	  remains	  a	  
constant	  favourite	  with	  readers.	  	  According	  to	  statistics	  available	  from	  Nielsens	  
BookData,	  as	  a	  category	  of	  literature,	  romance	  is	  second	  only	  to	  detective	  fiction	  
in	  terms	  of	  popularity	  with	  mainstream	  readers.	  	  This	  data	  is	  supported	  further	  
by	  the	  sales	  figures	  of	  romance	  in	  Western	  society.	  	  For	  instance,	  within	  the	  
American	  market,	  romance	  accounts	  for	  50%	  of	  all	  books	  sold	  and	  it	  is	  estimated	  
that	  a	  Mills	  and	  Boon	  book	  is	  sold	  every	  6.6	  seconds	  in	  Britain	  (The	  Observer,	  
2008).	  	  In	  a	  worldwide	  context,	  these	  numbers	  translate	  into	  a	  staggering	  fact	  
that	  over	  200	  million	  romance	  novels	  are	  sold	  each	  year.	  	  Given	  then	  that	  the	  
proportion	  of	  book	  sales	  seen	  here	  account	  for	  the	  genre’s	  obvious	  resilience	  to	  
market	  forces,	  these	  statistics	  do	  not	  tell	  us	  why	  romance	  literatures	  endure.	  	  
What	  is	  it	  especially	  about	  romance	  fiction	  that	  consistently	  appeals	  to	  readers	  in	  
such	  astonishingly	  large	  numbers?	  	  
	   One	  way	  to	  begin	  to	  address	  the	  demand	  for	  romance	  is	  to	  consider	  its	  
place	  as	  a	  mass-­‐produced	  category	  of	  literature.	  	  From	  its	  origins	  as	  a	  cheap-­‐
bound	  paperback,	  romance	  was	  aligned	  with	  a	  magazine-­‐style	  distribution	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system	  according	  to	  Frank	  Schick	  in	  his	  text	  The	  Paperbound	  Book	  in	  America	  
(1989,	  p.	  79).	  	  Packaged	  to	  look	  like	  magazines	  and	  with	  a	  similar	  short-­‐stay	  life	  
span	  on	  the	  shelf,	  this	  category	  of	  literature	  was	  marketed	  towards	  a	  particular	  
audience	  who	  appreciated	  a	  serialised	  format.	  	  Schick’s	  point	  is	  that	  originally	  
the	  magazines’	  distribution	  networks	  already	  had	  a	  steady	  and	  regular	  supply	  of	  
readers	  and	  as	  such	  paperbacks	  were	  sold	  to	  exploit	  this	  ready	  crowd.	  	  
Moreover,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  see	  that	  the	  paperback	  is	  a	  much	  more	  accessible	  style	  
of	  book	  to	  read	  compared	  with	  other	  hard	  backed	  versions.	  	  This	  is	  because	  a	  
paperback	  book	  is	  imbued	  with	  a	  sense	  of	  convenience	  and	  temporariness,	  both	  
of	  which	  are	  underscored	  by	  the	  cheap	  pricing	  and	  the	  knowledge	  that	  a	  new	  
edition	  to	  the	  serial	  will	  follow	  soon	  after.	  	  When	  romance	  is	  produced	  in	  this	  
way,	  it	  shapes	  and	  anticipates	  reader	  tastes	  in	  the	  way	  that	  Williams	  might	  see	  as	  
a	  deliberate	  attempt	  to	  gain	  reader	  ‘favour’	  and	  control	  reader	  response.	  
The	  efficient	  predictability	  of	  cheap	  paperback	  publishing,	  whilst	  
appealing	  to	  consumers	  of	  the	  mass-­‐market,	  is	  also	  an	  ideal	  example	  of	  what	  
literary	  sociologist,	  Robert	  Escarpit,	  terms	  a	  ‘semi-­‐programmed’	  literary	  mode	  
(1966,	  p,	  122).	  	  Drawing	  attention	  to	  the	  manipulation	  of	  the	  relationship	  
between	  market	  sales	  and	  reader	  tastes,	  Escarpit	  maintains	  that	  sales	  forces	  are	  
predicated	  on	  the	  choices	  made	  by	  the	  consumer	  (ibid,	  p.	  122).	  	  However,	  
Escarpit	  suggests	  further	  that	  the	  habits	  of	  readers	  are	  open	  to	  influence	  through	  
what	  he	  terms	  ‘programming’	  and,	  as	  a	  consequence,	  are	  not	  solely	  subject	  to	  the	  
discretion	  of	  free	  will	  and	  choice	  (ibid).	  	  His	  idea	  that	  readers	  can	  be	  
‘programmed’	  is	  an	  insightful	  one,	  because	  it	  implies	  that	  the	  success	  of	  sales	  
relies	  upon	  a	  method	  of	  replication.	  This	  is	  where	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  anticipate	  what	  
the	  audience	  will	  like,	  because	  it	  is	  presented	  in	  a	  formula	  that	  they	  are	  familiar	  
with.	  	  Coupled	  with	  an	  editor’s	  skilled	  ability	  to	  predict	  tastes	  then,	  comes	  the	  
opportunity	  to	  control	  preferences	  by	  fulfilling	  the	  expectations	  of	  the	  reader	  
through	  the	  generic	  nature	  of	  the	  literature	  they	  are	  reading.	  	  This	  tells	  us	  that	  an	  
editor	  will	  pre-­‐select	  romance	  stories	  for	  publishing	  already	  in	  the	  knowledge	  of	  
what	  will	  appeal	  and	  sell	  to	  the	  mainstream	  reader.	  	  Thus,	  Escarpit’s	  concept	  of	  a	  
‘semi-­‐programmed’	  literary	  mode	  seems	  particularly	  apt,	  as	  the	  notion	  of	  
‘formula’	  is	  especially	  pertinent	  to	  our	  understanding	  of	  how	  romance	  literature	  
works,	  both	  in	  terms	  of	  its	  appeal	  and	  its	  ubiquity.	  ‘Semi-­‐programming’	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highlights	  why	  it	  makes	  financial	  sense	  to	  a	  publisher	  to	  shape	  reader	  
expectation	  through	  careful	  choice	  of	  book	  commissioning.	  	  But,	  in	  exposing	  a	  
causal	  link	  between	  editorial	  process	  and	  purchases,	  this	  concept	  of	  regularity	  
also	  provides	  a	  useful	  gateway	  through	  which	  to	  consider	  how	  an	  audience	  takes	  
its	  reading	  pleasure	  from	  the	  formulaic	  nature	  of	  a	  book.	  	  It	  comes	  as	  no	  surprise	  
to	  know	  that	  romance	  literature	  uses	  a	  set	  of	  characteristics	  that	  makes	  it	  wholly	  
predictable,	  but	  also	  ensures	  that	  its	  success	  within	  the	  mainstream	  is	  
maintained.	  	  
Escarpit’s	  notion	  of	  a	  ‘semi-­‐programmed’	  literary	  mode	  chimes	  well	  with	  
the	  work	  that	  Radway	  has	  carried	  out	  on	  the	  romance	  novel.	  	  This	  is	  because	  
Radway	  has	  identified	  a	  series	  of	  recurrent	  tropes	  found	  within	  romance	  
literatures	  that	  appeal	  most	  to	  readers.	  	  For	  instance,	  romantic	  novels	  with	  
happy	  endings	  are	  particularly	  popular,	  as	  are	  story	  lines	  where	  the	  heroine	  
displays	  feminine	  virtues.	  	  As	  Radway	  says,	  ‘[the	  heroine]	  reassures	  the	  reader	  
that…in	  reality,	  a	  “true”	  woman,	  [is]	  one	  who	  possesses	  all	  the	  nurturing	  skills	  
associated	  by	  patriarchal	  culture	  with	  the	  feminine	  character’	  (1991,	  p.	  127).	  	  
And	  similarly,	  readers	  take	  pleasure	  from	  a	  hero	  who	  is	  ‘always	  characterised	  by	  
spectacular	  masculinity’	  and	  is	  representative	  of	  convention	  (ibid,	  p.	  128).	  	  
Similarly,	  there	  is	  a	  repetition	  of	  themes	  discussed	  earlier	  that	  are	  discernable	  
qualities	  of	  romance	  and	  show	  how	  easily	  they	  can	  be	  used	  to	  ‘win	  favour’	  within	  
the	  mainstream.	  	  Combined,	  they	  show	  how	  straightforward	  it	  is	  for	  editors	  to	  
anticipate	  reader	  response	  and	  market	  romance	  to	  a	  ready-­‐made	  audience.	  	  And	  
they	  also	  highlight	  the	  orthodoxy	  of	  the	  mainstream.	  	  	  
Radway’s	  research	  makes	  it	  clear	  that	  female	  readers	  develop	  an	  
emotional	  reliance	  on	  romance	  in	  a	  way	  that	  augments	  a	  certain	  ‘cherry-­‐picking’	  
reading	  preference.	  	  She	  states	  that	  ‘[women’s]	  emotional	  dependence	  on	  
romantic	  fiction	  is	  at	  least	  partially	  a	  function	  of	  their	  ability	  to	  restrict	  their	  
reading	  to	  novels	  that	  focus	  only	  on	  a	  particular	  kind	  of	  interaction	  between	  
heroine	  and	  hero’	  (ibid,	  p.	  119).	  	  Radway’s	  study	  thus	  highlights	  the	  nurturing	  
and	  reassuring	  capacity	  that	  romance	  offers	  women	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  returns	  
them	  to	  a	  traditional	  version	  of	  patriarchy	  -­‐	  boy	  meets	  girl;	  the	  over-­‐coming	  of	  
obstacles;	  the	  happy	  ending	  -­‐	  that	  they	  both	  recognise	  and	  feel	  comfortable	  with.	  
It	  is	  these	  emotional	  qualities	  of	  romance	  that	  are	  potentially	  the	  most	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compelling	  for	  its	  female	  readership,	  because	  the	  reader	  is	  able	  to	  vicariously	  
experience	  this	  relationship,	  as	  she	  says,	  ‘the	  reader	  is	  permitted	  to	  live	  the	  
heroine’s	  relationship	  to	  the	  hero	  without	  distraction’	  via	  the	  imaginative	  space	  
of	  the	  romance	  fantasy	  (ibid,	  p.	  123).	  
It	  is	  difficult	  to	  tell	  exactly	  how	  women	  respond	  to	  the	  regularity	  of	  
themes	  offered	  by	  the	  genre	  or	  indeed	  whether	  ‘the	  pressures	  exerted	  by	  
developments	  in	  the	  larger	  culture’	  impose	  their	  own	  feminist	  demands	  onto	  the	  
form	  (ibid,	  p.	  17).	  	  For	  example,	  are	  women	  using	  romance	  literature	  to	  work	  out	  
their	  place	  in	  culture,	  or	  is	  it	  the	  text	  that	  is	  informing	  women	  of	  their	  social	  
position?	  Do	  women	  read	  romance	  to	  locate	  their	  subjectivity	  or	  do	  they	  use	  the	  
space	  of	  the	  text	  to	  challenge	  their	  assigned	  social	  positions,	  or	  indeed	  to	  
perform	  them?	  Though	  women	  appear	  ‘hardwired’	  into	  themes	  of	  love	  and	  
desire,	  this	  sense	  of	  pre-­‐determinism	  does	  not	  mean	  that	  women	  are	  therefore	  
passive	  readers.	  	  On	  the	  contrary,	  it	  appears	  that	  it	  is	  a	  ‘fluid	  and	  active’	  reading	  
process	  that	  holds	  much	  of	  its	  appeal	  for	  women,	  because	  as	  Radway	  points	  out,	  
the	  final	  effects	  on	  the	  reader	  can	  ‘neither	  be	  foreseen	  nor	  guaranteed	  in	  
advance’	  (ibid,	  p.	  17).	  The	  romance	  novel	  presents	  an	  ambiguous	  space	  that	  can	  
be	  read	  as	  a	  site	  where	  the	  ‘control	  over’	  female	  sexuality	  is	  played	  out:	  the	  
heroine	  acts	  according	  to	  the	  ways	  demanded	  of	  her	  by	  society,	  but	  the	  hero	  also	  
‘fights’	  for	  control	  of	  her.	  	  The	  battle	  lines	  of	  sexual	  control	  are	  drawn	  even	  
tighter	  when	  other	  characters,	  like	  the	  foil	  and	  challenger	  are	  introduced	  into	  the	  
plot.	  	  So,	  you	  can	  argue	  that,	  by	  its	  very	  nature,	  romance	  literature	  provides	  the	  
conditions	  where	  a	  potential	  challenge	  to	  normative	  behaviours	  can	  take	  place,	  
because	  it	  contains	  dynamic	  elements.	  	  Part	  of	  chapter	  two’s	  discussion	  explored	  
in	  detail	  the	  way	  that	  dynamism	  is	  infused	  in	  the	  text	  through	  acts	  of	  talking	  back	  
and	  that	  these	  reterritorialised	  spaces	  vibrate	  with	  new	  interpretative	  
opportunities	  that	  Sanders	  calls	  ‘amplifications’	  in	  chapter	  five.	  	  So	  here,	  one	  
might	  say	  that	  reading	  Waters’	  fiction	  under	  ‘dynamic’	  circumstances	  is	  a	  
performative	  and	  emancipatory	  act,	  as	  it	  offers	  readers	  the	  opportunity	  to	  
assume	  some,	  if	  not	  all,	  of	  the	  ‘roles’	  presented	  throughout	  the	  story.	  	  On	  the	  
concept	  of	  performativity	  Judith	  Butler	  maintains	  that	  is	  possible	  to	  construct	  
identity	  from	  two	  simultaneous	  positions	  (1999).i	  	  Butler	  suggests	  that	  the	  
performative	  can	  dislodge	  the	  illusion	  of	  fixed	  gender,	  because	  it	  causes	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questions	  to	  be	  asked	  about	  the	  notion	  of	  naturalness	  and	  gender	  identity.	  	  As	  
such,	  when	  Waters	  presents	  lesbian	  characters	  engaged	  in	  acts	  of	  same-­‐sex	  love	  
and	  romance	  she	  challenges	  the	  hegemonic	  position	  of	  her	  mainstream	  readers.	  	  
This	  is	  because,	  on	  the	  one	  hand,	  the	  reader’s	  own	  gender	  performance	  
demonstrates	  their	  external	  appearance.	  	  Yet,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  and	  at	  the	  same	  
time,	  the	  lesbian	  performance	  being	  read	  provides	  an	  alternative	  gendered	  
position	  which	  is	  absorbed	  through	  the	  act	  of	  reading.	  	  The	  simultaneity	  of	  these	  
two	  moments	  exposes	  the	  inconsistency	  of	  gender	  construction.	  	  Waters’	  fiction	  
dislodges	  ideas	  of	  gender	  privilege,	  because	  readers	  assume	  other	  ‘roles’	  or	  have	  
these	  alternative	  spaces	  revealed	  to	  them.	  	  	  	  
The	  potential	  for	  a	  fluid	  reading	  experience	  is	  demonstrated	  through	  the	  
slippage	  and	  inconsistency	  of	  gendered	  attitudes	  in	  The	  Nightwatch	  (2009).	  	  For	  
example	  Kay’s	  appearance	  draws	  the	  attention	  of	  a	  baker	  when	  she	  enters	  his	  
shop.	  	  Her	  ‘trousers	  and	  hair’	  cause	  him	  to	  ask	  out	  loud	  ‘[d]on’t	  you	  know	  the	  
war’s	  over?’	  (2009,	  p.	  94).	  The	  implication	  here	  is	  that	  the	  turmoil	  of	  war	  
necessitated	  the	  tolerance	  of	  unorthodox	  ways	  of	  life.	  	  However,	  when	  civil	  order	  
is	  restored	  tradition	  is	  reinstated.	  	  Therefore,	  Kay’s	  ‘mannish’	  look	  becomes	  the	  
focus	  of	  fun	  for	  the	  customers	  who	  ‘laugh’	  at	  her	  on	  her	  way	  out	  (ibid,	  p.	  95).	  	  In	  
this	  instance	  Kay’s	  experience	  exposes	  an	  internalised	  gendered	  order	  that	  is	  
shared	  by	  the	  mainstream	  community	  and	  its	  presence	  is	  felt	  through	  the	  
powerful	  way	  that	  it	  influences	  behaviours.	  	  The	  certain	  ‘look’	  the	  baker	  gives	  
‘behind	  [Kay’s]	  back’	  reinforces	  the	  social	  norms	  which	  Kay’s	  way	  of	  being	  
threatens	  and	  thus,	  Waters	  is	  drawing	  attention	  to	  the	  very	  idea	  of	  gender	  being	  
a	  construct	  maintained	  through	  gender	  privilege	  and	  external	  appearance.	  	  As	  
such	  Kay’s	  response	  to	  ‘brazen	  it	  out,	  throw	  your	  head,	  walk	  with	  a	  swagger,	  
make	  a	  “character”	  of	  yourself’	  illustrates	  how	  to	  intervene	  in	  the	  hierarchical	  
structures	  of	  society	  (ibid,	  p.	  94).	  	  To	  make	  a	  ‘“character”	  of	  yourself’	  is	  to	  exceed	  
a	  prescribed	  version	  of	  oneself	  and	  yet	  to	  carry	  it	  off	  with	  a	  ‘swagger’	  is	  to	  merge	  
the	  feminine	  hip	  swing	  of	  a	  woman	  with	  the	  masculine	  confidence	  of	  a	  man.	  	  
Thus	  Kay	  embodies	  the	  binary	  attributes	  of	  masculinity	  and	  femininity	  and	  
‘wears	  them’	  in	  the	  knowledge	  that	  she	  is	  responding	  to	  the	  hidden	  bias	  that	  
exists	  within	  society	  towards	  minority	  existence.	  	  	  In	  this	  context,	  Waters’	  stories	  
are	  performative,	  because	  they	  have	  a	  sense	  of	  their	  own	  being	  and	  they	  are	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revelatory.	  It	  is	  because	  of	  this	  that	  they	  undermine	  what	  is	  taken	  for	  real	  or	  
authentic	  with	  fantasy.	  	  Thus	  the	  notion	  of	  the	  performative	  is	  then	  an	  act	  of	  
excess	  and	  exaggeration,	  which	  shows	  that	  everyone’s	  gender	  is	  therefore	  
fabricated.	  	  Waters’	  fiction	  helps	  readers	  to	  locate	  the	  ordinary	  performance	  of	  
gender	  through	  the	  affective	  nature	  of	  the	  performative	  and,	  as	  a	  consequence,	  
offers	  the	  mainstream	  reader	  alternative	  perspectives.	  	  
	  
Romance	  and	  its	  Subversions	  
Lynne	  Pearce	  and	  Gina	  Wisker	  argue	  that	  in	  order	  to	  subvert	  a	  genre	  like	  
romance,	  the	  writer	  has	  to	  do	  more	  than	  just	  replace	  the	  sexuality	  of	  the	  main	  
couple	  or	  present	  an	  alternative	  storyline	  (1998).	  	  As	  they	  say,	  ‘[r]omantic	  
subversion	  is	  not	  …	  simply	  a	  question	  of	  retelling	  the	  same	  story	  with	  different	  
players,	  or	  a	  different	  plot,	  or	  in	  a	  different	  context’	  (ibid,	  p	  2).	  	  Rather,	  it	  can	  be	  
said	  that	  subversion	  is	  achieved	  through	  the	  interrogation	  of	  orthodox	  practices	  
in	  terms	  of	  creating	  actions	  and	  events	  that	  exist	  both	  within	  and	  beyond	  their	  
restating.	  	  For	  instance,	  conventional	  romance	  fiction	  is	  orientated	  around	  the	  
regularity	  of	  themes	  likes	  ‘love	  at	  first	  sight’	  and	  ‘true	  love.’	  These	  conventional	  
codes	  and	  practices	  have	  a	  certain	  inevitability	  to	  them	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  direction	  
that	  they	  follow,	  as	  they	  move	  their	  characters	  swiftly	  towards	  the	  idea	  that	  love	  
leads	  towards	  a	  life	  of	  ‘happy	  endings.	  ’	  Yet,	  this	  presumptuous	  trajectory	  can	  be	  
disrupted	  by	  the	  lesbian	  figure,	  because	  though	  she	  is	  also	  capable	  of	  
experiencing	  the	  excitement	  of	  ‘love	  at	  first	  sight’	  as	  well	  as	  the	  intensity	  of	  
feeling	  that	  comes	  from	  the	  sensation	  of	  	  ‘true	  love,’	  within	  lesbian	  sub-­‐culture	  it	  
was	  not	  always	  possible	  to	  achieve	  the	  state	  of	  legal	  union	  from	  any	  of	  these:	  
marriage	  being	  the	  typical	  closure	  to	  heterosexual	  romance	  stories.	  Pearce	  and	  
Wisker	  state	  that	  the	  cultural	  place	  of	  the	  lesbian	  figure,	  as	  a	  deviant,	  means	  that	  
she	  can	  only	  ever	  imitate	  romance,	  because	  as	  a	  social	  outsider	  she	  has	  not	  
always	  been	  able	  to	  ‘do’	  romance	  on	  these	  terms	  of	  reference	  (ibid,	  p.	  2).	  	  
Therefore	  the	  positioning	  of	  lesbian	  romance	  is	  always	  close	  to	  the	  outside	  edge	  
of	  respectability.	  	  
Waters’	  fiction	  can	  be	  read	  in	  response	  to	  these	  points	  that	  Wisker	  and	  
Pearce	  make.	  	  The	  romance	  of	  Nancy	  Astley	  and	  Florence	  Banner	  is	  an	  example.	  	  
At	  the	  end	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  Nan	  and	  Florence	  reach	  a	  level	  in	  their	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relationship	  that	  could	  be	  seen	  to	  offer	  the	  potential	  of	  a	  ‘happy	  ever	  after.’	  But,	  
when	  Nancy	  acknowledges	  her	  ‘careless[ness]’	  in	  openly	  kissing	  Florence,	  
Waters	  is	  drawing	  attention	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  Nancy	  and	  Florence’s	  romance	  
cannot	  be	  legally	  ‘joined	  together,’	  because	  they	  are	  in	  a	  relationship	  that	  is	  not	  
socially	  permissible	  (Waters,	  1999,	  p.	  472).	  	  Nancy	  says,	  ‘I	  turned	  back	  to	  her,	  
took	  her	  hand	  in	  mind	  (sic),	  crushed	  the	  daisy	  between	  our	  fingers	  and	  –	  careless	  
of	  whether	  anybody	  watched	  or	  not-­‐	  I	  leaned	  and	  kissed	  her’	  (ibid,	  p	  472).	  	  It	  is	  
possible	  to	  see	  that	  the	  focus	  here	  is	  centred	  upon	  the	  action	  of	  being	  ‘watched’	  
which	  is	  further	  emphasised	  by	  its	  parenthetical	  position	  within	  the	  sentence.	  	  In	  
writing	  like	  this,	  Waters	  appears	  to	  be	  directly	  addressing	  the	  existing	  social	  
binaries	  of	  heterosexuality/	  homosexuality,	  making	  it	  apparent	  to	  the	  reader	  
that	  the	  dominant	  structure	  of	  heterosexuality	  maintains	  its	  privilege	  because	  of	  
homosexuality	  and	  not	  despite	  its	  existence.	  	  Provoking	  a	  critique	  of	  social	  
structures	  in	  this	  way	  exposes	  how	  traditional	  romance	  acts	  as	  an	  agent	  for	  
patriarchy.	  	  
When	  Waters	  presents	  women	  desiring	  other	  women,	  she	  draws	  
attention	  to	  the	  double	  standards	  that	  women	  are	  forced	  to	  live	  with.	  	  Moreover,	  
Waters	  reminds	  her	  readers	  of	  the	  way	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  has	  been	  typically	  
‘Othered’	  in	  order	  to	  promote	  and	  maintain	  the	  elevated	  status	  of	  
heteronomativity.	  	  However,	  once	  exposed,	  Waters	  begins	  the	  processes	  of	  
subverting	  the	  cultural	  context	  of	  lesbianism	  through	  a	  re-­‐scripting	  of	  these	  
positions.	  	  She	  begins	  this	  with	  a	  play	  on	  the	  word	  ‘care-­‐less’	  which	  can	  mean	  
both	  carefree	  and	  without	  care	  taken.	  	  Nancy	  kisses	  Florence	  both	  within	  a	  
structure	  where	  care	  has	  to	  be	  given	  towards	  openness	  about	  homosexuality,	  but	  
also	  Waters	  re-­‐engages	  this	  attitude	  for	  her	  readers	  to	  show	  how	  lesbians	  can	  
validate	  their	  love	  for	  other	  women	  by	  being	  free	  of	  the	  necessity	  of	  self-­‐
censorship.	  	  In	  essence,	  Waters	  is	  showing	  her	  readers	  that	  lesbians	  can	  ‘do’	  
romance	  and	  access	  the	  prospect	  of	  love	  leading	  to	  a	  ‘happy	  ending.’	  	  
Radway’s	  study	  of	  the	  romance	  novel	  highlights	  how	  the	  conventional	  
romance	  genre	  privileges	  other	  qualities	  of	  the	  individual	  (1984).	  	  Youth	  and	  
beauty	  within	  the	  gendered	  and	  normative	  binary	  systems	  of	  masculinity	  and	  
femininity	  are	  prioritised	  over	  those	  of	  age	  and	  wisdom	  for	  instance	  (Radway,	  
1984).	  	  These	  prescribed	  value	  judgments	  form	  part	  of	  the	  standardised	  model	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of	  romance,	  which	  Radway	  calls	  ‘ideal’.	  As	  she	  says,	  the	  pursuit	  of	  youth	  and	  
beauty	  within	  the	  context	  of	  romance	  literature	  ‘insure	  that	  the	  heroine	  and	  hero	  
function	  as	  a	  single,	  dynamic	  centre	  of	  the	  novel’	  (ibid,	  p.	  123).	  	  Having	  this	  type	  
of	  ‘dynamic	  centre’	  functions	  as	  a	  way	  to	  foreground	  the	  evolution	  of	  
heterosexual	  love	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  way	  that	  this	  process	  is	  based	  upon	  normative	  
understandings	  of	  gender.	  	  Examples	  of	  this	  male/	  female	  ‘dynamic’	  appear	  more	  
frequently	  in	  romance	  fiction	  than	  any	  of	  its	  other	  idealised	  features	  and	  its	  
presence	  at	  once	  establishes	  the	  unequal	  and	  dominant	  relationships	  between	  a	  
man	  and	  woman	  in	  patriarchal	  society.	  	  In	  this	  model	  women	  are	  reliant	  on	  a	  
man	  to	  find	  sexual	  and	  social	  fulfilment.	  	  	  	  	  
In	  contrast	  to	  this,	  Waters’	  romance	  fiction	  is	  typically	  predicated	  upon	  
the	  personal	  growth	  of	  an	  individual	  woman.	  	  In	  her	  books,	  the	  energy	  or	  
‘dynamism’	  of	  the	  story	  comes	  from	  the	  development	  of	  the	  female	  protagonist	  
and	  any	  relationships	  she	  has	  with	  others	  are	  part	  of	  her-­‐story,	  they	  appear	  as	  
flawed	  friendships,	  failed	  relationship	  and	  passionate	  encounters,	  all	  with	  
varying	  levels	  of	  intensities	  that	  sustain	  and	  fulfil.	  	  Indeed	  it	  can	  be	  said	  that	  
Waters’	  fiction	  is	  driven	  by	  a	  desire	  to	  show	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  beyond	  the	  
limitations	  of	  gender.	  	  An	  example	  of	  this	  can	  be	  seen	  by	  once	  again	  returning	  to	  
Nancy’s	  story	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet.	  	  Waters	  presents	  an	  example	  of	  a	  traditional	  
bildunsgroman,	  whereby	  Nancy’s	  life	  develops	  through	  various	  stages;	  from	  
oyster	  girl,	  to	  male	  impersonator	  and	  finally	  as	  political	  activist.	  	  	  Along	  the	  way,	  
she	  encounters	  a	  variety	  of	  personal	  relationships,	  some	  more	  successful	  and	  
passionate	  than	  others.	  	  The	  most	  awakening	  and	  pivotal	  to	  Nancy	  is	  her	  
relationship	  with	  Kitty	  Butler,	  the	  woman	  she	  describes	  as	  her	  ‘true	  love’	  
(Waters,	  1999,	  p.	  148).	  	  	  
It	  is	  during	  a	  pantomime	  performance	  of	  Cinderella	  at	  the	  Britannia	  
theatre	  that	  Nancy	  experiences	  a	  sense	  of	  romantic	  euphoria,	  stating	  that	  she	  has	  
to	  remind	  herself	  that	  she	  ‘had	  not	  died	  on	  my	  way	  to	  the	  theatre	  and	  woke	  up	  in	  
paradise’	  (ibid,	  p.	  148).	  Nancy,	  Kitty	  and	  another	  female	  character	  called	  Dolly	  
re-­‐enact	  the	  well-­‐known	  fairytale	  Cinderella,	  with	  Kitty	  playing	  the	  Prince,	  Dolly	  
the	  titular	  character	  and	  Nancy	  playing	  Dandini	  to	  Kitty’s	  Prince.	  The	  scene	  of	  
the	  show	  is	  described	  as	  being	  resplendent	  with	  ‘glitter…	  golden	  pantaloons…	  
shining	  waistcoat…	  silver	  buckles…	  fountains	  and	  fairies’	  (ibid,	  p.	  148).	  	  The	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‘glitter’	  of	  the	  show,	  with	  ‘shining’	  ‘silver’	  and	  ‘fountains	  and	  fairies’	  presents	  a	  
series	  of	  images	  that	  can	  be	  experienced	  as	  a	  dreamscape.	  They	  encourage	  the	  
reader	  and	  the	  theatre	  audience	  to	  relinquish	  their	  grasp	  on	  reality	  and	  enter	  an	  
invited	  ‘dreamy’	  space.	  	  Only	  the	  smouldering	  smells	  of	  the	  pygmy	  horses	  remind	  
Nan	  and	  others	  that	  she	  is	  indeed	  conscious	  (ibid,	  p.	  148).	  	  In	  setting	  this	  scene,	  
Waters	  is	  creating	  a	  fissure	  in	  the	  texture	  of	  the	  Cinderella	  myth,	  typically	  
saturated	  with	  orthodoxy.	  	  
As	  a	  story,	  Cinderella	  traditionally	  functions	  in	  the	  same	  way	  as	  the	  ‘ideal’	  
romances	  identified	  by	  Radway.	  	  The	  courtship	  between	  the	  Prince	  and	  
Cinderella	  provides	  the	  ‘dynamic	  centre’	  of	  the	  text	  and	  their	  love	  story	  provides	  
the	  momentum.	  	  It	  is	  Cinderella’s	  beauty	  and	  youth	  that	  attract	  the	  Prince	  and	  
this,	  in	  turn,	  leads	  to	  their	  marriage	  and	  an	  ultimate	  confirmation	  of	  patriarchal	  
morality.	  	  In	  effect,	  Cinderella	  is	  an	  example	  to	  all	  that	  love	  in	  this	  form	  brings	  
with	  it	  the	  notion	  that	  ‘true	  love’	  promises	  a	  life	  with	  a	  ‘happy	  ending.’	  	  However,	  
Waters	  undermines	  this	  conservative	  reading	  through	  the	  opportunities	  that	  the	  
carnivalesque	  of	  the	  pantomime	  space	  offer.	  	  Writing	  about	  the	  borderlands	  
between	  reality	  and	  art,	  Bakhtin	  stated	  that	  ‘life	  itself	  [is]	  shaped	  according	  to	  a	  
certain	  pattern	  of	  play’	  ([1968]	  1984,	  p.	  5).	  	  Arguing	  that	  there	  is	  no	  firm	  
distinction	  between	  art	  and	  life,	  players	  and	  audience	  viewers,	  Bakhtin	  
highlights	  the	  transformative	  properties	  of	  the	  carnival	  space:	  (that	  is)	  a	  place	  
where	  humour	  and	  eccentricity	  are	  used	  to	  carry	  the	  narrative	  along.	  The	  space	  
of	  a	  pantomime	  is	  an	  example	  of	  the	  carnival	  referred	  to	  here.	  	  Within	  this	  space,	  
all	  hierarchies	  are	  overturned	  by	  the	  polyphony	  of	  the	  many	  voices	  that	  make	  up	  
the	  carnival.	  	  
Creating	  a	  sense	  of	  unity	  out	  of	  such	  examples	  of	  diversity	  generates	  a	  
new	  world	  order	  that	  counters	  the	  accepted	  one.	  	  Bakhtin	  sees	  little	  distinction	  
between	  art	  and	  life:	  included	  in	  this	  is	  the	  audience	  as	  they	  are	  themselves	  
participants	  in	  the	  new	  space	  and	  place	  created	  as	  a	  result	  of	  the	  disintegration	  
of	  barriers.	  	  Bakhtin	  argues	  that	  the	  carnival	  is	  a	  space	  to	  work	  through	  the	  
assertive	  authorities	  of	  the	  dominating	  culture.	  	  He	  says:	  	  
[the	  carnival]	  is	  a	  concretely	  sensuous,	  half-­‐real	  and	  half-­‐play	  acted	  form,	  
a	  new	  mode	  of	  interrelationship	  between	  individuals,	  counterposed	  to	  the	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all-­‐powerful	  socio-­‐hierarchical	  relationships	  of	  non-­‐	  carnival	  life	  (italics	  
in	  the	  original,	  [1968]	  1984.	  p,	  123).	  	  	  
This	  ‘newness’	  enables	  social	  transgressions	  to	  take	  place	  and,	  as	  he	  says	  also,	  
‘the	  latent	  sides	  of	  human	  nature	  […]	  reveal	  and	  express	  themselves’	  (1984,	  p,	  
123).	  	  In	  other	  words,	  the	  eccentricity	  of	  the	  carnival	  affords	  an	  ex-­‐centric	  
narrative	  capacity	  for	  Waters	  to	  explore	  and	  re-­‐populate	  with	  examples	  of	  
lesbian	  passion	  and	  love.	  	  	  
The	  pantomime	  space	  makes	  it	  possible	  for	  Waters	  to	  re-­‐script	  the	  
gendered	  landscape	  of	  the	  romance	  being	  promoted	  by	  the	  Cinderella	  story.	  	  She	  
subverts	  its	  hegemony	  through	  the	  natural	  suspension	  of	  the	  laws	  of	  ‘life’	  that	  
occur	  within	  its	  eccentricity.	  	  Nancy	  describes	  this	  new	  form	  of	  reality	  as	  if	  	  ‘it	  is	  
like	  a	  holiday	  from	  real	  life’	  (Waters,	  1999,	  p,	  147).	  	  And	  she	  tells	  how	  Nancy	  and	  
Kitty	  spent	  ‘more	  hours	  at	  the	  Brit	  that	  winter	  than	  at	  our	  new	  home…more	  time	  
in	  velvet	  suits	  and	  powdered	  wigs	  than	  out	  of	  them’	  (ibid,	  p,	  148).	  	  The	  theatre	  
audience	  knows	  that	  Kitty	  and	  Nancy	  are	  women	  who	  are	  playing	  men’s	  parts.	  	  
They	  are	  famous	  within	  theatre	  circles	  and	  go	  to	  the	  Brit	  ‘wanted’	  for	  their	  art	  as	  
male	  impersonators	  (ibid,	  p,	  146).	  	  And	  it	  is	  this	  awareness,	  coupled	  with	  an	  
‘open-­‐mindedness’	  on	  the	  part	  of	  the	  audience,	  that	  is	  central	  to	  Waters’	  
successful	  subversion	  of	  romance.	  	  In	  this,	  the	  theatre-­‐watchers	  are	  said	  to	  be	  
‘the	  kindest,	  gayest	  crowds	  ever’	  and	  Nancy	  noticed	  that	  even	  as	  the	  kissing	  on	  
stage	  took	  place	  as	  part	  of	  the	  act,	  ‘no	  one	  in	  the	  audience	  called	  out	  Toms!...	  or	  
even	  appeared	  to	  think	  it’	  (ibid,	  p,	  147).	  	  In	  Bakhtin’s	  terms,	  at	  this	  point,	  the	  
theatre	  audience	  becomes	  part	  of	  the	  staged	  community.	  	  In	  this	  instant,	  the	  line	  
between	  the	  observer	  and	  the	  observed	  disappears	  and	  both	  merge	  into	  each	  
other.	  	  These	  re-­‐staged	  but	  borderless	  actions	  create	  a	  new	  community	  where	  it	  
is	  normal	  for	  women	  to	  woo	  each	  other	  and	  marry.	  	  Within	  this	  newly	  given	  
context	  any	  division	  on	  the	  grounds	  of	  sex	  and	  gender	  would	  indeed	  seem	  
bizarre.	  	  So	  where	  the	  carnival	  enables	  the	  possibility	  of	  a	  ‘world	  turned	  upside	  
down,’	  a	  re-­‐scripting	  of	  the	  heterosexism	  of	  romance	  can	  be	  read	  through	  
Waters’	  fiction.	  
The	  fact	  that	  the	  theatregoers	  do	  not	  respond	  to	  the	  women	  on	  stage	  as	  
they	  would	  in	  the	  world	  outside	  validates	  Waters’	  re-­‐articulation	  of	  the	  love	  
story,	  because	  it	  is	  not	  perceived	  by	  anyone	  as	  deviant.	  	  In	  fact,	  the	  audience	  does	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not	  seem	  to	  give	  it	  a	  moment’s	  thought.	  	  Waters	  moves	  her	  Cinderella	  retelling	  
beyond	  the	  limitations	  of	  the	  original,	  because	  she	  challenges	  the	  assumption	  
that	  heterosexual	  desire	  is	  the	  only	  means	  by	  which	  a	  woman	  can	  access	  a	  
romantic	  ‘happy	  ending.’	  Rather,	  Waters	  shows	  that	  the	  interplay	  of	  power	  and	  
submission	  that	  resides	  within	  ideal	  romances	  can	  be	  replaced	  with	  models	  
based	  on	  equality.	  	  More	  specifically,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  see	  how	  a	  new	  form	  of	  
social	  unity	  can	  be	  achieved	  by	  directly	  engaging	  with	  notions	  of	  division.	  	  
Bakhtin	  envisaged	  the	  carnivalesque’s	  influence	  on	  attaining	  alternative	  cultural	  
perspectives	  from	  the	  starting	  point	  of	  ‘understanding,	  evaluating,	  and	  shaping	  
reality,	  [in	  a]	  living	  present,’	  one	  that	  is	  free	  from	  the	  myths	  that	  bind	  cultural	  
practices	  ([1968]	  1984,	  p.	  108).	  	  This	  ‘freedom’	  is	  born	  from	  a	  sense	  of	  reflexive	  
interpretation	  of	  a	  social	  experience	  and	  not	  maintained	  by	  the	  legends	  that	  
impose	  their	  own,	  dominant	  viewpoint	  (ibid).	  	  	  	  
	  
Imagination	  and	  Subversion	  
The	  very	  idea	  that	  romance	  can	  offer	  a	  sense	  of	  retreat	  for	  its	  reader	  is	  an	  
alternative	  perspective	  to	  those	  examined	  so	  far.	  	  Yet,	  making	  an	  escape	  from	  the	  
everyday	  through	  Bakhtin’s	  ideas	  of	  the	  serio-­‐comical	  shows	  that	  there	  is	  an	  
underlying	  resistance	  to	  orthodox	  structures.	  	  Indeed	  Radway’s	  study	  
acknowledges	  this	  very	  point	  as	  she	  identifies	  that	  some	  women	  read	  romance	  in	  
order	  to	  ‘escape’	  the	  reality	  of	  their	  everyday	  existence	  (when	  they	  read	  
romance)	  (1984,	  p.	  87).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  women	  readers	  seem	  to	  have	  an	  
awareness	  that	  romance	  offers	  something	  other	  than	  what	  they	  are	  used	  to.	  	  
These	  readers	  use	  the	  romance	  genre	  to	  fulfill	  a	  desire	  to	  transgress	  or	  ‘escape’	  
convention	  and,	  as	  a	  consequence	  romance	  can	  be	  seen	  as	  an	  imaginative	  and	  
emancipatory	  space.	  	  
Pearce	  and	  Wisker	  highlight	  that	  there	  are	  potential	  problems	  with	  
attempts	  to	  navigate	  an	  escape	  from	  the	  mainstream	  through	  a	  transgressive	  
relationship	  (1998).	  	  This	  is	  an	  issue	  that	  they	  have	  named	  ‘humanist	  
sublimation’	  (ibid,	  p.	  9).	  	  Of	  this,	  they	  warn	  that	  most	  romance	  stories	  still	  uphold	  
universal	  ideals	  of	  love,	  because	  they	  hold	  ‘deeply	  conservative	  humanist	  
philosophy	  as	  far	  as	  romantic	  love	  is	  concerned’	  (ibid,	  p.	  9).	  	  Characters	  can	  
represent	  ‘a	  veritable	  rainbow	  of	  historical,	  sexual,	  and	  other	  cultural	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differences,’	  but	  their	  impact	  can	  be	  undermined,	  because	  they	  uphold	  a	  
universal	  understanding	  of	  love	  (ibid,	  p.	  9).	  	  Pearce	  and	  Wisker’s	  point	  here	  is	  
that	  a	  ‘veritable	  rainbow’	  or	  queer	  trajectory	  alone	  is	  not	  enough	  to	  enable	  
readers	  to	  transgress	  mainstream	  lived	  experience.	  	  Exploring	  ideas	  of	  
transgression	  through	  reading	  becomes	  hampered	  by	  a	  movement	  towards	  
‘effectively	  ‘mak[ing]	  safe	  [deviant	  relationships]	  by	  being	  rendered	  ‘just	  the	  
same’	  (ibid,	  p.	  10).	  	  In	  this,	  Pearce	  and	  Wisker	  do	  not	  see	  anything	  particularly	  
remarkable	  about	  a	  lesbian	  love	  affair	  if	  all	  the	  characters,	  storylines	  and	  
relationship	  statuses	  go	  unchecked	  and	  unchallenged.	  	  Accordingly,	  telling	  a	  
passionate	  story	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  same-­‐sex-­‐desire,	  does	  not	  automatically	  
subvert	  the	  codes	  and	  conventions	  found	  in	  typical	  romances.	  	  	  	  
Pearce	  and	  Wisker	  argue	  that	  humanist	  sublimation	  leaves	  the	  
institutions	  that	  uphold	  ‘heterosexuality,	  the	  family,	  and	  so	  on,	  relatively	  
unproblematised	  and	  untouched’	  (ibid,	  p,	  9).	  	  Waters’	  fiction	  challenges	  these	  
sublimated	  positions	  in	  a	  number	  of	  ways.	  	  Take	  for	  instance	  the	  moment	  in	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  when	  Nancy	  has	  an	  angry	  exchange	  with	  Walter	  about	  his	  
forthcoming	  marriage	  to	  Kitty.	  	  Obviously	  hurting	  from	  Kitty’s	  deception	  with	  
Walter,	  Nancy	  explodes	  at	  Walter	  ‘“do	  you	  know	  what	  we	  are	  –	  what	  we	  were	  –	  
to	  one	  another?”’	  (1998,	  p.	  173).	  	  Waters	  often	  uses	  hyphens	  in	  her	  fiction	  to	  
emphasise	  a	  point	  of	  difference	  and	  here,	  used	  in	  an	  address	  to	  a	  man,	  Waters	  is	  
challenging	  the	  dominant	  position	  of	  heteronormativity,	  by	  confronting	  it	  with	  an	  
alternative	  type	  of	  romance.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Walter	  can	  only	  conceive	  Nancy	  and	  
Kitty’s	  relationship	  in	  terms	  of	  youthful	  innocence	  when	  he	  says	  ‘“I	  know…that	  
you	  were	  sweethearts”’(ibid,	  p.	  173).	  	  Walter	  responds	  to	  his	  fiancée’s	  lesbianism	  
as	  if	  it	  were	  the	  kind	  of	  ‘pure	  friendship’	  that	  Jennings	  argues	  was	  ‘praised	  as	  an	  
ideal	  women’	  in	  the	  early	  part	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  (2007,	  p.	  40).	  	  In	  this	  
regard,	  Walter	  does	  not	  see	  Kitty	  and	  Nancy’s	  relationship	  in	  sexual	  terms,	  but	  
rather	  as	  something	  ‘faithful	  and	  beautiful’	  in	  keeping	  with	  the	  notion	  of	  
‘friendship’	  (ibid,	  p.	  40).	  	  However,	  Nancy	  directly	  breaks	  this	  mythical	  illusion	  
when	  she	  demands	  ‘“[sweethearts]	  the	  kind	  that	  –	  what?	  Hold	  hands?”’	  (1998,	  p.	  
173).	  	  Again	  the	  hyphenated	  punctuation	  anticipates	  the	  intervention	  that	  is	  
about	  to	  come.	  	  Romantic	  friendships	  between	  women	  were	  socially	  promoted	  in	  
the	  1800s	  in	  order	  to	  consign	  women	  further	  into	  their	  domestic	  roles	  (Jennings,	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2007,	  p.40).	  	  Waters	  contests	  the	  patronising	  way	  that	  these	  ‘friendships’	  caused	  
society	  to	  ignore	  lesbians	  –	  chapter	  two	  provides	  more	  details	  on	  the	  way	  
women	  were	  socially	  and	  culturally	  perceived	  to	  be	  passive	  sexual	  beings.	  	  In	  
this	  regard,	  Waters	  situates	  sex	  at	  the	  heart	  of	  the	  romance	  between	  Nancy	  and	  
Kitty.	  	  When	  Nancy	  exclaims	  ‘“Didn’t	  she	  tell	  you	  that	  I	  fuck	  her?”’	  and	  then	  goes	  
on	  to	  repeat	  the	  word	  ‘fuck’	  a	  further	  four	  times,	  Waters	  is	  giving	  her	  female	  
characters	  the	  male	  prerogative	  over	  sex.	  (1998,	  p.	  173).	  	  It	  is	  Nancy	  who	  ‘fucked’	  
Kitty	  in	  the	  bed	  first	  and	  it	  was	  she	  who	  was	  ‘the	  first	  to	  have	  her’	  (ibid,	  p.	  173).	  	  
In	  this	  way,	  Waters	  undermines	  the	  social	  view	  that	  romantic	  friendships	  
between	  women	  consolidated	  heteronormativity.	  	  	  	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  provides	  the	  reader	  with	  further	  opportunities	  to	  
explore	  and	  transgress	  the	  sublimation	  of	  heterosexuality.	  	  Nancy	  is	  the	  change	  
agent	  who	  Waters	  uses	  to	  provide	  an	  alternative	  narrative	  of	  sex	  for	  her	  readers,	  
one	  where	  women	  can	  again	  question	  the	  submissive	  nature	  assigned	  by	  society	  
to	  their	  gender.	  	  Nancy’s	  time	  at	  Felicity	  Place	  involves	  her	  participation	  in	  
unconventional	  sex	  acts	  associated	  with	  sado-­‐masochism,	  where	  traditional	  
ideas	  of	  dominance	  and	  submission	  can	  be	  reversed.	  	  Strapped	  up	  Nancy	  
occupies	  the	  role	  of	  sex	  lead	  with	  a	  dildo	  that	  is	  positioned	  to	  pleasure	  both	  her	  
and	  Diana	  simultaneously.	  	  Waters	  defamiliarises	  the	  look	  of	  the	  phallus	  by	  
placing	  it	  at	  a	  ‘cunning	  angle’	  against	  Nancy’s	  body	  and	  in	  so	  doing	  she	  subverts	  
its	  social	  privilege	  (1998,	  p.	  242).	  	  As	  their	  lust	  and	  passion	  near	  climax,	  Nancy	  
gains	  a	  moment	  of	  ‘self-­‐consciousness’	  and	  catches	  a	  glimpse	  of	  herself	  ‘from	  a	  
distance’	  (ibid,	  p.	  243).	  	  Here	  their	  act	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  mirrors	  
heterosexuality,	  as	  Nancy	  sees	  herself,	  ‘straddled	  by	  a	  stranger	  in	  an	  unknown	  
house,	  buckled	  inside	  that	  monstrous	  instrument,	  panting	  with	  pleasure	  and	  
sweating	  with	  lust’	  (ibid,	  p	  243).	  	  The	  repetition	  of	  ‘strange’	  and	  ‘unknown’	  
identify	  this	  act	  with	  the	  ‘monstrosity’	  and	  threat	  to	  female	  subjectivity	  that	  the	  
phallus	  represents.	  	  Thus	  the	  ‘self-­‐consciousness’	  that	  Nancy	  feels	  is	  an	  
indication	  that	  Waters	  is	  drawing	  attention	  to	  its	  performance,	  rather	  than	  to	  its	  
naturalness.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Waters	  question	  the	  heterosexism	  of	  cultural	  
attitudes	  towards	  female	  same-­‐sex	  desire,	  using	  the	  heterodoxy	  of	  this	  scene	  to	  
disrupt	  the	  conventional	  narratives	  of	  romance.	  	  The	  ‘safety’	  that	  Pearce	  and	  
Wisker	  speak	  of	  with	  regards	  to	  traditional	  romance	  is	  therefore	  jeopardized,	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because	  ‘normal,’	  romantic	  sex	  is	  jettisoned	  in	  preference	  for	  mutual	  sex	  acts	  
which	  gain	  pleasure	  from	  inflicting	  and	  receiving	  pain.	  	  Nancy	  ‘pants	  with	  
pleasure’	  and	  ‘sweats	  with	  lust’	  and	  Diana	  ‘jerks	  and	  rocks’	  until	  their	  ‘arching	  
crisis’	  is	  achieved	  (1998,	  p.	  243).	  Here,	  Waters	  use	  the	  unorthodox	  nature	  of	  
sado-­‐masochism	  to	  problematise	  the	  notion	  of	  male	  dominance	  in	  typical	  
encounters	  with	  sex	  and,	  in	  so	  doing,	  she	  ‘subverts	  the	  codes	  of	  typical	  
romances.’	  This	  is	  because	  Sado-­‐masochism	  can	  be	  defined	  as	  a	  psychological	  
tendency	  or	  sexual	  practice	  that	  is	  characterised	  by	  both	  sadism	  and	  masochism.	  	  
In	  this	  part	  of	  the	  story,	  Nan	  and	  Diana	  play	  out	  both	  roles	  when	  engaging	  in	  
sexual	  behaviour.	  	  Diana	  uses	  emotional	  and	  physical	  humiliation	  to	  control	  
Nan’s	  behaviour	  and	  Nan	  is	  ‘kept’	  for	  the	  sexual	  pleasure	  of	  Diana.	  
The	  narratorial	  style	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  also	  another	  way	  that	  Waters	  
‘subverts	  the	  conventions’	  of	  traditional	  romance.	  	  Waters’	  use	  of	  first-­‐person	  
narration	  personally	  engages	  the	  reader	  through	  a	  series	  of	  intimate	  lesbian	  
relationships.	  	  These	  affairs	  provide	  a	  sense	  of	  maturity	  that	  typical	  coming	  out	  
stories	  lack	  and	  their	  first	  person	  perspective	  exposes	  the	  reader	  to	  their	  
intimacy.	  	  Talking	  with	  her	  sister,	  about	  her	  feelings	  for	  Kitty,	  Nancy	  states:	  	  
‘When	  I	  see	  her	  …it’s	  like-­‐	  I	  don’t	  know	  what	  it’s	  like.	  It’s	  like	  I	  never	  saw	  
anything	  at	  all	  before.	  …	  She	  makes	  me	  want	  to	  smile	  and	  weep,	  at	  once.	  
She	  makes	  me	  sore,	  here.’	  I	  placed	  a	  hand	  upon	  my	  chest,	  upon	  my	  breast	  
bone.	  ‘I	  never	  saw	  a	  girl	  like	  her	  before.	  I	  never	  knew	  that	  there	  were	  girls	  
like	  her…’	  My	  voice	  became	  a	  trembling	  whisper	  (Waters,	  1998,	  p.	  20).	  	  
Nancy’s	  unfamiliarity	  with	  the	  physical	  sensations	  of	  love,	  in	  the	  way	  that	  she	  
cannot	  believe	  her	  eyes,	  feels	  a	  ‘soreness’	  in	  her	  breast	  and	  ‘trembles,’	  attests	  to	  
her	  innocence	  and	  frames	  her	  ‘coming	  out’	  moment	  to	  her	  sister.	  She	  is	  palpably	  
naïve	  in	  contrast	  to	  the	  self-­‐sufficiency	  of	  the	  ‘archetypal’	  heroine	  of	  orthodox	  
romance	  who	  does	  not	  suffer	  self-­‐doubt	  (Bishton,	  2014).	  	  	  As	  Radway	  explains,	  
this	  type	  of	  heroine	  is	  someone	  who	  has	  to	  maintain	  the	  hero’s	  attention	  in	  order	  
to	  enable	  a	  successful	  union	  between	  the	  two.	  Her	  tenacity	  for	  the	  role	  she	  fulfils,	  
to	  ‘comprehend,	  anticipate,	  and	  deal	  with	  the	  ambiguous	  attentions	  of	  a	  man’	  
demands	  that	  traditional	  heroines	  are	  self-­‐assured	  in	  order	  to	  carry	  the	  plot	  to	  
its	  natural	  conclusion	  (1984,	  p.	  64).	  Nancy’s	  character,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  is	  
presented	  to	  the	  reader	  as	  one	  lacking	  in	  confidence	  and	  unable	  to	  anticipate	  any	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romantic	  outcomes	  for	  herself.	  	  Nancy	  can	  only	  speak	  about	  how	  love	  feels	  to	  
her.	  The	  significance	  of	  this	  is	  that	  as	  a	  heroine	  suffering	  self-­‐doubt	  Nan	  presents	  
an	  experience	  that	  falls	  within	  the	  scope	  of	  the	  ordinary	  woman.	  
Waters	  uses	  Nancy’s	  story	  to	  confront	  the	  idea	  that	  a	  woman’s	  success	  in	  
romance	  depends	  on	  her	  ability	  to	  demonstrate	  personal	  qualities	  that	  are	  
beyond	  the	  ‘average’	  in	  terms	  of	  their	  emotional	  and	  physical	  presence.	  	  Yet	  
Radway’s	  research	  in	  this	  very	  area	  highlights	  that	  most	  readers	  of	  romance	  are	  
part	  of	  a	  standardised	  mainstream	  culture	  and	  are	  on	  the	  whole	  average	  in	  their	  
romantic	  and	  social	  interactions.	  	  In	  contrast,	  Nancy’s	  initial	  candour	  is	  
expressed	  in	  terms	  of	  its	  visceral	  connection	  with	  the	  audience,	  as	  all	  readers	  
have	  access	  to	  the	  same	  ‘standardised’	  range	  of	  emotions.	  Her	  feelings	  for	  Kitty	  
are	  not	  motivated	  by	  personal	  gain:	  on	  the	  contrary,	  Nancy’s	  only	  
responsibilities	  are	  to	  herself.	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Waters	  subverts	  the	  grand	  
narratives	  of	  the	  traditional	  heroine,	  by	  enabling	  Nancy	  to	  author	  her	  own	  sexual	  
awakening	  in	  a	  way	  that	  is	  both	  independent	  of	  a	  heterosexual	  storyline	  and	  
presenting	  a	  woman	  who	  suffers	  self-­‐doubt	  in	  a	  way	  that	  resonates	  with	  the	  
ordinary	  reader’s	  experience.	  	  
Throughout	  the	  book,	  Nancy’s	  sense	  of	  self	  matures.	  Waters	  expresses	  
this	  development	  through	  her	  ever-­‐increasing	  command	  of	  language.	  	  For	  
instance,	  when	  her	  affair	  with	  Kitty	  moves	  from	  friendship	  to	  romance,	  Nancy	  
suddenly	  sees	  the	  world	  through	  the	  eyes,	  both	  metaphorically	  and	  literally	  
speaking,	  of	  an	  initiator:	  ‘Now	  suddenly,	  it	  was	  I	  who	  wooed	  it,	  me	  at	  whom	  it	  
gazed	  in	  envy	  and	  delight.	  I	  could	  not	  help	  it:	  I	  had	  fallen	  in	  love	  with	  Kitty;	  now,	  
becoming	  Kitty,	  I	  fell	  in	  love	  a	  little	  with	  myself’	  (1998,	  p.	  126).	  	  It	  is	  interesting	  
how	  Nancy	  is	  able	  to	  articulate	  the	  way	  she	  simultaneously	  assumes	  her	  place	  as	  
an	  object	  of	  desire	  with	  the	  intensity	  that	  comes	  from	  acknowledging	  her	  own	  
sexual	  agency.	  	  Being	  shown	  to	  occupy	  a	  dualism	  in	  this	  way	  conflates	  the	  
dominant	  and	  submissive	  positions	  assigned	  by	  Western	  culture	  to	  gender	  
relations.	  	  Such	  a	  didactic	  model	  is	  further	  revised	  in	  the	  way	  that	  Nancy	  owns	  
the	  primacy	  of	  language	  through	  a	  first-­‐person	  narration.	  Her	  repeated	  use	  of	  ‘I’	  
allows	  her	  to	  occupy	  the	  space	  of	  both	  the	  ‘wooer’	  and	  the	  ‘desired.’	  This	  
constant	  slippage	  between	  positions	  of	  subjugator	  and	  subjugated	  introduces	  the	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reader	  to	  the	  idea	  that	  gender	  is	  flexible	  and	  undermines	  any	  notions	  of	  it	  being	  
fixed.	  	  
Traditional	  romance	  shores	  up	  the	  patterns	  and	  behaviours	  of	  patriarchy	  
through	  the	  heroine’s	  sense	  of	  her	  own	  self-­‐worth.	  	  Typically	  measured	  against	  
the	  hero	  character,	  the	  heroine	  represents	  a	  confirming	  standard	  of	  love	  and	  
desire.	  	  However,	  Waters	  subverts	  this	  idea	  by	  allowing	  Nancy	  to	  voice	  her	  own	  
autonomous	  experience.	  	  Nancy	  says:	  	  	  	  	  
[t]his	  was	  a	  language	  not	  of	  the	  tongue	  but	  of	  the	  body,	  its	  vocabulary	  the	  
pressure	  of	  a	  finger	  or	  a	  palm,	  the	  nudging	  of	  a	  hip,	  the	  holding	  or	  
breaking	  of	  a	  gaze,	  that	  said,	  You	  are	  too	  slow-­	  you	  are	  too	  fast-­	  not	  there,	  
but	  here-­	  that’s	  good-­	  that’s	  better!	  (ibid,	  p.	  128)	  	  
Here,	  the	  ‘language	  of	  the	  tongue’	  represents	  patriarchal	  control,	  because	  power	  
is	  maintained	  through	  the	  making	  and	  application	  of	  social	  law,	  which	  is	  
disseminated	  through	  spoken	  and	  written	  language.	  	  Luce	  Irigaray	  reminds	  her	  
readers	  of	  a	  correspondence	  of	  form	  and	  shape	  through	  language.	  	  She	  highlights	  
what	  she	  describes	  as	  ‘isomorphism’	  between	  sexuality	  and	  patriarchal	  language	  
([1977]	  1985,	  p	  64).	  	  She	  says,	  ‘all	  Western	  discourse	  presents	  a	  certain	  
isomorphism	  with	  the	  masculine	  sex;	  the	  privilege	  of	  unity,	  form	  of	  the	  self’	  
(ibid).	  	  Here,	  the	  relationship	  between	  the	  ‘Western	  discourse’	  and	  ‘the	  self’	  
refers	  only	  to	  a	  body	  that	  has	  been	  inscribed	  by	  and	  given	  meaning	  by	  a	  socially	  
and	  historically	  privileged	  phallocentric	  language.	  	  In	  this	  relational	  
understanding,	  anybody	  that	  exists	  does	  so	  via	  its	  socio-­‐linguistic	  construction.	  	  
Waters	  refuses	  phallocentric	  authority	  here,	  because	  Nancy	  calls	  upon	  the	  
‘vocabulary’	  of	  the	  body.	  	  The	  physical	  sensations	  of	  the	  body,	  as	  ‘finger,’	  ‘hip’	  and	  
‘eye’	  drive	  the	  intensity	  of	  passion	  and	  replace	  the	  need	  for	  language.	  	  Here	  the	  
body	  becomes	  a	  site	  of	  pleasure	  that	  is	  experienced	  outside	  of	  socio-­‐lingusitic	  
boundaries,	  because	  it	  is	  not	  conceived	  in	  terms	  of	  ‘male	  parameters’	  (Irigaray,	  
[1974]	  1985,	  p.	  23).	  	  Of	  this	  Irigaray	  says:	  	  
female	  sexuality	  has	  always	  been	  conceptualised	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  
masculine	  parameters.	  Thus	  the	  opposition	  between	  “masculine”	  clitoral	  
activity	  and	  “feminine”	  vaginal	  passivity…seems	  rather	  too	  clearly	  
required	  by	  the	  practice	  of	  male	  sexuality.	  	  For	  the	  clitoris	  is	  conceived	  as	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a	  little	  penis…and	  the	  vagina	  is	  valued	  for	  the	  “lodging”	  it	  offers	  the	  male	  
organ	  (ibid,	  p.	  23).	  	  
Thus	  male	  identity	  and	  male	  sexuality	  are	  defined	  by	  the	  activity	  of	  the	  ‘penis’	  
and	  female	  sexuality	  is	  seen	  as	  a	  compliment	  to	  this	  definition,	  as	  a	  ‘little	  penis.’	  	  
For	  Irigaray,	  this	  means	  that	  female	  sexuality	  never	  exceeds	  ‘clitoris-­‐sex’	  and	  is	  
always	  experienced	  according	  to	  the	  male	  logic	  of	  identity.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  when	  
Nancy	  refers	  to	  the	  rhythm	  of	  the	  ‘palm’	  and	  the	  ‘hip’	  she	  is	  challenging	  the	  
model	  that	  feminine	  pleasure	  comes	  from	  a	  single	  organ.	  	  Thus	  the	  irregularity	  of	  
this	  experience	  in	  terms	  of	  being	  ‘too	  slow,’	  ‘too	  fast,’	  ‘not	  there,’	  ‘but	  here’	  
stresses	  the	  multiplicity	  of	  female	  experience	  and	  is	  a	  useful	  way	  to	  articulate	  
female	  sexuality	  which	  sits	  outside	  of	  traditional	  experience.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  
Waters	  uses	  the	  variation	  of	  pace	  as	  a	  way	  of	  re-­‐shaping	  the	  area	  of	  conventional	  
romance	  and	  love.	  	  She	  removes	  the	  regularity	  of	  the	  models	  that	  Radway	  
highlights	  as	  being	  the	  most	  compelling	  for	  women	  readers,	  such	  as	  the	  
essentialism	  of	  true	  love,	  and	  empties	  them	  of	  meaning.	  This	  is	  because	  it	  is	  the	  
‘language	  of	  the	  body’	  that	  achieves	  satisfaction,	  in	  terms	  of	  feeling	  ‘good’	  and	  
‘better’,	  and	  not	  that	  of	  social	  expectation.	  	  
	   One	  of	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters	  has	  achieved	  success	  in	  subverting	  common	  
themes	  of	  romance	  is	  how	  she	  re-­‐imagines	  the	  cultural	  ‘scripts’	  that	  have	  coded	  
sexual	  behaviour.	  	  She	  maintains	  this	  by	  charging	  her	  female	  characters	  with	  
control	  over	  their	  own	  sexuality.	  	  In	  contrast	  to	  this,	  Radway	  highlights	  that	  
heterosexual	  romance	  often	  leaves	  its	  readers	  unconvinced	  when	  it	  attempts	  to	  
re-­‐shape	  the	  masculinity	  of	  the	  hero	  by	  ‘transforming	  [his]	  emotional	  
indifference	  and	  sexual	  promiscuity	  into	  expressions	  of	  love,	  constant	  displays	  of	  
affection,	  and	  the	  promises	  of	  marital	  fidelity’	  (1984,	  p.	  127).	  	  Such	  acts	  of	  
feminisation,	  she	  sees,	  only	  serve	  further	  to	  entrench	  women	  in	  their	  social	  role	  
of	  nurturer.	  Yet,	  perhaps	  more	  generally,	  they	  present	  further	  evidence	  of	  how	  
gender	  is	  constructed	  from	  a	  set	  of	  debilitating	  heterosexual	  qualities.	  	  
In	  comparison	  to	  the	  hegemony	  of	  tradition,	  Nancy’s	  character	  reconciles	  
the	  masculine	  and	  the	  feminine	  in	  the	  way	  that	  she	  conflates	  the	  two.	  For	  
instance,	  Nancy	  often	  appears	  masculine	  on	  occasions	  when	  she	  chooses	  to	  dress	  
in	  male	  clothing	  or	  pursues	  her	  sense	  of	  social	  injustice.	  	  Yet,	  equally	  so,	  she	  
appears	  feminine	  in	  her	  performances	  as	  Diana	  Leatherby’s	  kept	  woman	  or	  ‘tart’	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(1999,	  p.	  248).	  	  But	  readers	  are	  reminded	  that	  ‘[a]	  double	  act	  is	  always	  twice	  the	  
act	  the	  audience	  thinks	  it’	  (ibid,	  p.	  128).	  	  In	  other	  words,	  Waters	  highlights	  that	  
looks	  can	  be	  deceptive	  and	  behaviours	  can	  be	  performed.	  Here,	  Waters	  shows	  
that	  the	  most	  transgressive	  acts	  are	  those	  that	  are	  self-­‐aware.	  	  Nancy	  
understands	  what	  it	  is	  to	  be	  masculine	  and	  feminine	  and	  adapts	  her	  behaviour	  
accordingly.	  	  Because	  of	  this	  she	  frees	  herself	  of	  the	  associated	  social	  restrictions.	  
The	  advert	  for	  Mrs	  Best’s	  lodger	  demonstrates	  this	  point	  entirely.	  The	  card	  
reads:	  ‘Respectable	  Lady	  Seeks	  Fe-­Male	  Lodger’	  (ibid,	  p.	  211).	  	  What	  appeals	  to	  
Nancy	  is	  not	  the	  prospect	  of	  a	  place	  to	  stay	  but	  the	  ‘hyphen,’	  as	  she	  says,	  ‘I	  saw	  
myself	  in	  it	  –	  in	  the	  hyphen’	  (ibid).	  	  Here	  Waters	  is	  refusing	  to	  define	  Nancy’s	  
sexuality	  within	  a	  phallocentric	  order.	  	  Nancy	  feels	  doubled	  in	  the	  way	  that	  
Elizabeth	  Grosz	  uses	  a	  metaphor	  of	  ‘two	  lips’	  (1989,	  p.	  115).	  Originally	  proposed	  
by	  Luce	  Irigaray	  in	  her	  1985	  book	  The	  Sex	  Which	  is	  No	  One,	  Grosz	  re-­‐works	  the	  
idea	  to	  show	  that	  the	  ‘two	  lips	  are	  never	  one,	  not	  strictly	  two.	  	  They	  are	  one	  and	  
two	  simultaneously’	  (italics	  not	  mine,	  ibid).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  ‘hyphen’	  
symbolises	  a	  doubling	  of	  identity	  that	  can	  be	  added	  together.	  	  Taken	  singularly	  
(the	  idea	  of	  one	  lip	  is	  ridiculous)	  they	  make	  no	  sense.	  	  But	  together,	  ‘two	  lips’	  
creates	  a	  new	  understanding	  or	  ‘emblem’	  by	  which	  female	  sexuality	  can	  be	  
represented.	  	  Grosz	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  the	  metaphor	  is	  not	  meant	  to	  be	  an	  
accurate	  representation	  of	  female	  sexuality.	  	  Rather,	  it	  is	  ‘combative:	  it	  is	  an	  
image	  to	  contest	  and	  counter	  dominant,	  phallomorphic	  representations’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
116).	  	  Indeed	  the	  use	  of	  this	  metaphor	  ‘reveals	  the	  implicit	  assumptions’	  held	  
over	  dominant	  representations	  (Grosz,	  ibid).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  not	  only	  does	  
Waters	  use	  the	  ‘hyphen’	  to	  present	  women’s	  sexuality	  in	  new	  terms,	  but	  its	  place	  
in	  her	  work	  also	  reflects	  an	  alternative	  romance	  narrative.	  	  
	  
Failed	  Endings	  and	  New	  Beginnings	  
Traditional	  representations	  of	  the	  female	  form	  undermine	  their	  ability	  to	  be	  
conceived	  in	  any	  way	  that	  reflects	  their	  sense	  of	  self.	  	  It	  has	  already	  been	  shown	  
how	  heterosexual	  romance	  defines	  women	  according	  to	  the	  way	  they	  interact	  
with	  the	  hero-­‐figure	  and,	  in	  turn,	  these	  ‘qualities’	  are	  translated	  into	  the	  context	  
of	  the	  ordinary,	  everyday	  by	  female	  readers.	  	  As	  Radway	  remarks,	  ‘[to]	  readers	  
[…]	  the	  romantic	  universe	  is	  identical	  to	  the	  universe	  inhabited	  by	  real	  women’	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(1984,	  p.	  188).	  	  But	  this	  comment	  does	  not	  hint	  at	  the	  reasons	  why	  romance	  and	  
reality	  need	  to	  conform.	  	  Is	  the	  genre	  of	  romance	  particularly	  successful	  because	  
it	  offers	  its	  readers	  a	  sense	  of	  reassurance	  that	  comes	  from	  the	  familiarity	  of	  
convention?	  Well,	  perhaps	  the	  answer	  is	  yes,	  when	  the	  model	  of	  female	  sexuality	  
is	  based	  on	  the	  socially	  prized	  status	  of	  monogamous	  heterosexuality.	  Even	  
within	  the	  context	  of	  the	  growing	  popularity	  of	  erotic	  romance,	  according	  to	  the	  
editorial	  guidelines	  given	  out	  by	  Mills	  and	  Boon,	  the	  sex	  is	  prescribed	  to	  fulfil	  the	  
role	  of	  the	  ’lives	  of	  contemporary	  women’	  (cited	  in	  Radway,	  1984,	  p.	  16).	  	  
Consequently,	  sex	  is	  presented	  in	  the	  story	  to	  support	  the	  differences	  between	  
the	  sexes.	  
This	  argument	  does	  not	  account	  for	  the	  mainstream	  success	  of	  Waters’	  
erotic	  lesbian	  romances.	  If	  readers	  only	  read	  the	  romances	  that	  reflect	  their	  own	  
sexuality,	  then,	  by	  extension,	  Waters	  should	  only	  be	  popular	  with	  a	  lesbian	  
audience.	  The	  fact	  that	  this	  is	  not	  the	  case	  suggests	  something	  quite	  unexpected	  
and	  ‘queer’	  is	  happening	  during	  the	  reading	  process.	  	  A	  further	  way	  of	  seeking	  to	  
answer	  this	  dilemma	  is	  to	  consider	  the	  way	  Waters	  subverts	  the	  erotic	  response	  
of	  the	  reader.	  In	  normative	  society,	  the	  sexed	  body	  is	  contained	  because	  of	  an	  
inherent	  fear	  of	  abjection.	  The	  abject,	  or	  homosexual,	  body	  is	  perceived	  as	  a	  
threat	  to	  the	  social	  order	  precisely	  because	  it	  defiles	  the	  laws	  of	  
heteronormativity	  that	  maintain	  a	  gendered	  positionality.	  Even	  the	  most	  
experimental	  erotic	  romances	  perpetuate	  these	  abject	  states,	  because	  they	  are	  
driven	  by	  a	  desire	  to	  ‘bind	  female	  desire	  to	  a	  heterosexuality	  constructed	  as	  the	  
only	  natural	  sexual	  alliance’	  (ibid,	  p.	  16).	  
In	  her	  essay	  on	  abjection,	  Julia	  Kristeva	  argues	  that	  the	  abject	  body	  is	  
never	  really	  and	  fully	  excluded	  from	  the	  social	  order.	  	  She	  says,	  ‘[the	  abject	  body]	  
can	  never	  be	  fully	  obliterated	  but	  hovers	  at	  the	  borders	  of	  our	  existence’	  (1982,	  
p.	  10).	  	  As	  heterosexuality	  retains	  its	  prominence	  in	  society	  through	  the	  
demonising	  of	  homosexuality,	  Kristeva’s	  point	  is	  that	  the	  abject	  is	  always	  poised	  
to	  disrupt	  patriarchy’s	  sense	  of	  unity.	  	  As	  she	  maintains,	  it	  is	  ‘impossible	  to	  
eliminate	  these	  threats	  with	  any	  finality’	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  Though	  the	  abject	  may	  
initiate	  feelings	  of	  revulsion	  and	  suspicion	  in	  the	  general	  population,	  
nevertheless,	  its	  unquantifiable	  ‘qualities’	  mean	  that	  it	  offers	  limitless	  
opportunities	  to	  writers	  to	  unsettle	  and	  subvert	  traditional	  romance	  narratives.	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In	  this	  regard,	  Kristeva	  suggests	  that	  the	  abject	  respects	  no	  limitation:	  it	  is	  
borderless	  and	  ambiguous	  and	  it	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  slide	  back	  into	  ‘the	  chaos	  
from	  which	  it	  is	  formed’	  at	  any	  time	  (ibid,	  p.	  71).	  	  From	  this	  then	  the	  abject	  body	  
becomes	  the	  ideal	  way	  to	  express	  the	  concept	  of	  fluidity,	  which	  can	  be	  applied	  to	  
ideas	  and	  issues	  of	  identify	  and	  other	  codified	  positions.	  
One	  of	  the	  gratifying	  functions	  of	  the	  abject	  is	  to	  demonstrate	  the	  
precarious	  relationship	  the	  subject	  has	  with	  their	  own	  identity.	  	  Waters	  plays	  
around	  with	  this	  idea	  to	  recreate	  enjoyment	  for	  her	  readers	  through	  the	  way	  she	  
explores	  the	  abject	  body	  in	  contrast	  to	  men.	  	  Fingersmith	  (2002)	  contrasts	  the	  
love	  affair	  between	  Maud	  Lilly	  and	  Susan	  Trinder	  with	  the	  faux	  romance	  
between	  Maud	  and	  Richard	  Rivers.	  A	  triangle	  of	  deception	  is	  revealed	  during	  the	  
plot,	  as	  Rivers,	  also	  known	  as	  Gentleman,	  attempts	  to	  use	  marriage	  to	  defraud	  
Maud	  out	  of	  her	  inheritance.	  Susan	  joins	  Rivers	  in	  his	  crime,	  but	  Maud	  switches	  
identity	  with	  Susan	  to	  avoid	  being	  committed	  to	  an	  asylum.	  Playing	  with	  a	  pun	  
on	  the	  name	  ‘gentleman,’	  Waters	  shows	  that	  Rivers	  is	  morally	  bankrupt	  in	  the	  
way	  his	  desire	  is	  motivated	  by	  greed.	  In	  contrast,	  Maud	  acts	  through	  love.	  	  She	  
says:	  	  
I	  meant	  to	  save	  her.	  Now	  I	  see	  very	  clearly	  what	  will	  happen	  if	  I	  do	  –	  if	  I	  
draw	  back	  from	  Richard’s	  plot.	  He	  will	  go…she	  will	  go	  and	  I	  shall	  be	  
left…Without	  Sue.	  And	  so	  you	  see	  it	  is	  love	  –	  not	  scorn,	  not	  malice;	  only	  
love	  –	  that	  makes	  me	  harm	  her,	  in	  the	  end	  (Waters,	  2002,	  p.	  285)	  	  
In	  order	  for	  Maud	  to	  ‘save’	  Sue	  she	  would	  have	  to	  marry,	  but	  Waters	  shows	  that	  
this	  is	  a	  corrupt	  act,	  because	  it	  is	  full	  of	  ‘malice’	  and	  ‘scorn’,	  whereas	  acting	  in	  
accordance	  with	  her	  sense	  of	  self	  is	  shown	  as	  an	  act	  of	  ‘love.’	  In	  this	  respect	  the	  
‘harm’	  that	  befalls	  Sue	  is	  caused	  by	  the	  corrosive	  nature	  of	  heterosexuality.	  	  
The	  characters	  of	  Sue	  and	  Maud	  in	  Fingersmith	  enable	  Waters	  to	  
prioritise	  the	  abject	  body	  over	  heterosexuality,	  because	  their	  secret	  sexual	  
relationship	  runs	  parallel	  to	  the	  deception	  that	  Richard	  Rivers	  believes	  he	  
controls.	  	  In	  so	  doing	  she	  subverts	  the	  economy	  of	  sex	  shown	  in	  traditional	  
romance	  fiction.	  	  Kristeva’s	  notion	  of	  the	  abject	  complements	  and	  synthesises	  
with	  those	  of	  Judith	  Butler.	  	  In	  Bodies	  That	  Matter	  Butler	  argues	  that	  a	  text	  can	  
re-­‐articulate	  pleasure	  if	  it	  can	  show	  how	  patriarchy	  maintains	  its	  ‘normative	  
subject-­‐position’	  through	  the	  abject	  body	  (1993,	  p.	  112).	  	  Fingersmith	  provides	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an	  example	  of	  this.	  	  As	  Maud	  is	  compelled	  by	  her	  fear	  of	  marriage	  to	  send	  Sue	  to	  
the	  asylum,	  the	  tensions	  that	  are	  imparted	  into	  the	  story	  through	  the	  dual	  
narrative	  around	  her	  sexed	  body	  surface.	  	  At	  the	  moment	  when	  Maud	  confronts	  
the	  existence	  of	  her	  own	  lesbian	  identity,	  its	  abjection	  in	  turn	  exposes	  a	  different	  
reality	  to	  the	  reader,	  one	  that	  shows	  how	  the	  fear	  of	  homosexuality	  is	  used	  as	  a	  
‘Patriarchal	  prop’	  to	  confine	  women.	  	  In	  doing	  this,	  Waters	  re-­‐figures	  the	  lesbian	  
body	  through	  its	  abjection	  and	  through	  the	  chaos	  of	  the	  plot	  re-­‐focalises	  the	  
heterosexism	  of	  romance.	  	  
As	  readers	  are	  given	  alternative	  ways	  of	  experiencing	  sexuality,	  Waters	  
undermines	  the	  status	  quo	  of	  typical	  romance	  trajectories	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  
marriage	  plot.	  Maud’s	  inexperience	  in	  these	  matters,	  shown	  in	  her	  admission	  to	  
Sue‘“I	  wish	  you	  might	  tell	  me	  […]	  what	  it	  is	  a	  wife	  must	  do,	  on	  her	  wedding-­‐
night!”’(2002,	  p.	  139)	  presents	  Waters	  with	  an	  opportunity	  to	  re-­‐write	  the	  
tradition	  of	  the	  wedding	  night.	  For	  instance,	  when	  Maud	  complains	  that	  Rivers’	  
kisses	  ‘don’t	  start	  [her]	  off’	  (ibid,	  p.	  141)	  she	  sets	  in	  motion	  a	  series	  of	  
instructions	  that	  unleash	  the	  lesbian	  erotica	  of	  the	  book.	  Sue	  takes	  the	  lead	  to	  
show	  Maud	  how	  to	  kiss,	  she	  says‘[i]t	  was	  like	  kissing	  the	  darkness.	  As	  if	  the	  
darkness	  had	  life,	  had	  a	  shape,	  had	  taste,	  was	  warm	  and	  glib’	  (ibid,	  p.	  141).	  Sue’s	  
description	  breathes	  life	  into	  the	  kiss	  and	  uses	  the	  power	  of	  the	  abject	  in	  order	  to	  
challenge	  the	  orthodoxy	  of	  a	  mainstream	  reader.	  	  The	  peripheral,	  unsettling	  
quality	  of	  	  ‘darkness’	  is	  invited	  in	  and	  provided	  with	  ‘shape’	  and	  ‘warmth.’	  	  
Waters	  uses	  this	  example	  to	  re-­‐position	  a	  woman’s	  emotional	  response	  to	  a	  man.	  
The	  metaphor	  of	  dance	  emphasises	  the	  substitute	  marital	  sex	  act;	  Sue	  says,	  
‘“There	  are	  lots	  of	  ways	  to	  dance.	  You	  can	  only	  do	  this,	  one	  way”’	  (ibid,	  p.	  141).	  
Waters	  is	  careful	  here	  not	  to	  privilege	  one	  version	  of	  sexuality	  over	  another	  by	  
showing	  that	  lesbianism	  is	  one	  of	  many	  possibilities.	  	  In	  the	  same	  way,	  Butler	  
maintains	  that	  ‘none	  of	  these	  positions	  would	  exist	  in	  simple	  opposition	  to	  
normative	  heterosexuality’	  (1993,	  p.	  109).	  This	  is	  because	  to	  do	  so	  would	  
provide	  another,	  if	  different,	  sense	  of	  entitlement	  and	  this	  would	  weaken	  any	  
potential	  that	  a	  new	  order	  might	  have	  to	  regenerate.	  Consequently,	  it	  is	  possible	  
to	  see	  that	  Waters	  is	  opening	  up	  the	  potential	  to	  see	  homosexuality	  outside	  of	  its	  
liminal,	  abject	  status.	  	  
	   143	  
Butler	  argues	  that	  if	  the	  abject	  is	  successfully	  able	  to	  transgress	  the	  norms	  
of	  sexuality	  then	  the	  site	  of	  subversion	  has	  to	  have	  the	  necessary	  conditions	  for	  
love	  (ibid,	  p.	  109).	  	  Waters’	  careful	  deconstruction	  of	  the	  façade	  of	  patriarchy	  has	  
amply	  achieved	  this	  in	  Fingersmith,	  as	  Maud	  and	  Sue’s	  affair	  is	  consummated	  on	  
a	  ‘faux’	  wedding	  night.	  	  Nevertheless,	  this	  perspective	  does	  not	  address	  the	  
broader	  issue	  of	  why	  readers	  expect	  romance	  to	  offer	  a	  reassuring	  similarity	  to	  
the	  world	  they	  occupy.	  	  Any	  critique	  of	  the	  effects	  of	  subversion	  ought	  to	  address	  
the	  reading	  process	  too,	  especially	  when	  lesbian	  romance	  has	  crossed	  over	  into	  
the	  mainstream.	  	  
If	  readers	  gain	  pleasure	  and	  satisfaction	  from	  ‘ideal’	  romances	  because	  
they	  reassure	  them	  of	  their	  place	  in	  the	  mainstream,	  then	  what	  happens	  when	  a	  
romance	  fails?	  Does	  the	  failure	  of	  a	  romance	  spark	  fear	  in	  the	  reader,	  in	  the	  way	  
that	  it	  highlights	  the	  vulnerability	  of	  women	  in	  patriarchy?	  Radway’s	  study	  
would	  certainly	  suggest	  this	  to	  be	  true	  (1984,	  p.	  157).	  She	  highlights	  that	  the	  
‘happy-­‐ending’	  scenario	  of	  ideal	  romances	  reveals	  a	  ‘standard	  female	  
development…[that	  leads]	  to	  emotional	  rewards’	  (ibid,	  p.	  157).	  	  In	  contrast,	  
failed	  romances	  can	  generate	  feelings	  of	  anger	  and	  bitterness	  towards	  the	  hero	  
figure,	  precisely	  because	  of	  his	  inability	  to	  provide	  an	  appropriate	  response	  as	  
the	  romance	  comes	  to	  an	  end.	  	  This	  detail	  unsettles	  the	  traditional	  world	  order	  of	  
women	  readers.	  	  But	  failed	  romances	  can	  also	  provide	  catharsis	  for	  women	  
readers.	  	  This	  is	  because	  the	  inept	  hero	  of	  traditional	  forms	  of	  romance	  provides	  
the	  vent	  through	  which	  women	  can	  release	  their	  repressed	  anger	  against	  their	  
assigned	  role	  in	  society	  (ibid,	  p.	  158).	  	  In	  effect,	  Radway	  is	  highlighting	  the	  
necessity	  of	  the	  failed	  romance	  ending.	  	  Women	  read	  romance	  for	  an	  emotional	  
outlet	  and	  denying	  them	  the	  opportunity	  to	  experience	  angst	  restricts	  this	  
process	  of	  sensitive	  release.	  	  As	  such,	  the	  failed	  romance	  is	  the	  perfect	  antidote	  to	  
the	  moral	  sensibility	  of	  the	  controlling	  happy	  ending.	  	  
	   Waters’	  lesbian	  romances	  subvert	  the	  notion	  that	  ‘happy-­‐endings’	  
essentialise	  a	  woman’s	  romantic	  experience,	  because	  she	  empties	  such	  a	  story	  
line	  of	  it	  mythical	  status	  and	  of	  any	  meaning.	  She	  shows	  that	  the	  hero-­‐heroine-­‐
dependant	  relationship	  is	  a	  hollow	  manifestation	  of	  a	  social	  illusion.	  	  The	  novel	  
Affinity	  (1999)	  for	  instance	  foregrounds	  a	  tale	  of	  obsession,	  coercion	  and	  
deception.	  The	  story	  revolves	  around	  Margaret	  Prior,	  a	  vulnerable	  gentlewoman,	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who	  becomes	  the	  inadvertent	  dupe	  in	  the	  love	  affair	  between	  murderer	  Selina	  
Dawes	  and	  maid	  Ruth	  Vigers.	  Within	  the	  confines	  of	  Millbank	  Ladies	  Gaol,	  
Margaret	  happens	  upon	  the	  prisoner	  Selina	  and	  becomes	  increasingly	  beguiled	  
by	  her	  story.	  Ultimately,	  though,	  it	  is	  the	  real	  lovers,	  who	  also	  happen	  to	  be	  the	  
villains,	  who	  sail	  off	  together	  into	  the	  sunset,	  whilst	  the	  protagonist	  Margaret	  is	  
left	  heartbroken.	  	  
In	  typical	  romantic	  fashion,	  Margaret	  begins	  to	  see	  saintly	  qualities	  in	  
Selina	  describing	  her	  ‘hair…throat…wrists…mouth…flesh…like	  the	  signs	  of	  the	  
stigmata	  on	  a	  saint’	  (ibid,	  p.	  163).	  Traditional	  heroines	  try	  to	  redeem	  the	  
emotional	  failure	  of	  the	  hero	  by	  using	  their	  devotion	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  transform	  
his	  behaviour.	  But	  Waters	  inflates	  these	  qualities	  to	  the	  level	  of	  ‘saint’	  in	  order	  to	  
expose	  their	  artificiality.	  Indeed	  the	  pathos	  of	  this	  situation	  is	  more	  apparent	  as	  
it	  becomes	  known	  that	  ‘it	  was	  I	  [Margaret]	  who	  was	  changed…It	  had	  worked	  
upon	  me,	  secretly	  and	  subtly’	  (ibid,	  p.	  163).	  Waters	  shows	  how	  the	  pursuit	  to	  
maintain	  the	  prospect	  of	  a	  ‘happy-­‐ending’	  is	  a	  falsehood,	  because	  it	  is	  the	  heroine	  
who	  alters	  her	  behaviour	  in	  order	  to	  satisfy	  the	  hero	  and	  not	  the	  other	  way	  
around.	  Indeed	  this	  point	  becomes	  more	  apparent	  as	  the	  plot	  progresses	  and	  the	  
crimes	  committed	  against	  Margaret	  become	  known.	  
Having	  realised	  that	  she	  has	  been	  cheated	  Margaret	  declares,	  ‘[w]e	  were	  
joined	  in	  the	  spirit	  and	  joined	  in	  the	  flesh-­‐I	  was	  her	  own	  affinity.	  We	  had	  been	  
cut,	  two	  halves	  together,	  from	  a	  single	  piece	  of	  shining	  matter’	  (ibid,	  p.	  336).	  
Here	  Margaret	  again	  evokes	  a	  sense	  of	  the	  divine	  through	  her	  reference	  to	  her	  
‘affinity’	  with	  Selina.	  Describing	  herself	  as	  ‘cut’	  from	  the	  same	  mould	  of	  ‘shining	  
matter’	  invests	  godly	  qualities	  into	  their	  relationship	  and	  evokes	  the	  symbolism	  
of	  the	  mythical	  sacrifice	  of	  a	  virginal	  female	  to	  the	  ‘divine.’	  These	  exaggerated	  
ideals	  cannot	  compensate	  for	  the	  cruelty	  shown	  towards	  Margaret	  by	  Selina	  and	  
Ruth.	  Instead,	  Waters	  uses	  them	  to	  highlight	  the	  facile	  and	  hollow	  nature	  of	  the	  
ideals	  that	  traditional	  romance	  invests	  heavily	  in.	  In	  this	  respect,	  Margaret’s	  
inability	  to	  intervene	  in	  the	  outcome	  of	  the	  plot	  exposes	  the	  dissatisfaction	  that	  
arises	  from	  the	  emotional	  pursuit	  of	  a	  ‘happy-­‐ending.’	  Here	  Waters	  challenges	  
the	  concept	  of	  the	  ‘happy-­‐ending’	  by	  subverting	  the	  anxiety	  that	  readers	  can	  
experience	  reading	  a	  failed	  romance.	  Selina	  and	  Ruth’s	  escape	  revokes	  the	  
morality	  of	  the	  ideal	  romance,	  because	  their	  crimes	  are	  rewarded	  by	  their	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freedom.	  This	  shows	  that	  the	  concept	  of	  ‘true	  love’	  is	  not	  the	  panacea	  for	  ‘happy-­‐
ending’	  of	  social	  harmony,	  but	  is,	  in	  fact,	  an	  unattainable	  status.	  	  Waters	  revokes	  
the	  absolutisms	  of	  traditional	  romance	  and	  shows	  that	  lesbian	  romance	  fiction	  is	  




Radway	  reminds	  us	  that	  ‘romance	  reading	  [is]	  seen	  by	  women	  as	  a	  way	  of	  
participating	  in	  a	  large,	  exclusively	  female	  community’	  (1984,	  p.	  15).	  The	  
motivations	  for	  women	  reading	  romance	  are	  varied.	  	  The	  habit	  assures	  women	  
of	  their	  place	  in	  a	  heteronormative	  structure.	  	  From	  this,	  it	  is	  clear	  that	  reading	  
heterosexual	  romance	  ‘stitch[es]	  the	  reader	  ever	  more	  resolutely	  into	  the	  fabric	  
of	  patriarchal	  culture’	  (Radway,	  1984,	  p.	  15).	  	  Traditional	  romance	  coerces	  its	  
readers	  into	  accepting	  the	  primacy	  of	  heterosexuality	  because	  of	  the	  way	  it	  
recycles	  cultural	  myths	  to	  appeal	  to	  a	  mass-­‐marketed,	  mainstream	  audience.	  	  
The	  hero	  and	  heroine	  form	  the	  dynamic	  centre	  of	  the	  story	  around	  which	  ideals	  
of	  such	  as	  love	  at	  first	  sight	  are	  constructed.	  	  While	  the	  heroine	  may	  well	  have	  
challengers	  for	  the	  hero’s	  affections,	  nevertheless,	  they	  too	  follow	  a	  tried	  and	  
tested	  path	  that	  is	  recognisable	  to	  the	  reader.	  	  
The	  cultural	  meaning	  of	  a	  society’s	  signs	  and	  symbols	  are	  subject	  to	  
change	  over	  time	  and	  it	  is	  apparent	  that	  Radway’s	  study	  grapples	  with	  ‘the	  
degree	  of	  freedom	  audiences	  demonstrate	  in	  their	  interaction	  with	  media	  
messages	  and	  their	  interest	  in	  the	  way	  such	  cultural	  forms	  are	  embedded	  in	  the	  
social	  life	  of	  their	  users’	  (ibid,	  p.	  8).	  	  Nevertheless,	  this	  chapter	  has	  argued	  that	  it	  
is	  possible	  to	  discern	  a	  reader’s	  understanding	  of	  their	  interpolated	  state	  from	  
the	  way	  they	  exert	  their	  sense	  of	  independence	  with	  the	  types	  of	  stories	  they	  
read.	  	  This	  is	  because	  the	  women	  in	  Radway’s	  study	  viewed	  their	  reading	  as	  an	  
assertive	  event	  that	  imparted	  a	  sense	  of	  choice	  to	  them.	  	  They	  told	  her	  how	  the	  
‘act	  of	  romance	  reading	  [for	  them	  was	  seen]	  as	  a	  “declaration	  of	  independence”’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  7).	  	  Such	  a	  ‘declaration’	  it	  has	  been	  shown,	  is	  a	  significant	  aspect,	  because	  
it	  reveals	  the	  contradictory	  nature	  of	  romance	  literature,	  in	  that	  it	  is	  able	  to	  both	  
uphold	  and	  challenge	  convention	  simultaneously.	  	  Waters’	  fiction	  exploits	  this	  
‘contradiction’	  in	  the	  way	  that	  she	  subverts	  the	  genre	  of	  romance.	  	  This	  chapter	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has	  shown	  how	  Waters	  takes	  the	  narrative	  gaps	  that	  are	  caused	  by	  such	  
ambiguity	  and	  empties	  them	  of	  their	  orthodoxy	  in	  order	  to	  re-­‐focalise	  the	  reader.	  	  
	  	   Women	  are	  able	  to	  experience	  a	  sense	  of	  autonomy	  when	  they	  read	  
romance,	  because	  of	  the	  vicarious	  nature	  of	  literature.	  	  They	  become	  
emancipated	  from	  hegemony.	  	  Using	  Bakhtin	  this	  chapter	  has	  shown	  how	  the	  
polyphony	  of	  the	  text	  can	  be	  made	  accessible	  through	  humour.	  	  Similarly,	  Eve	  
Sedgwick	  argues	  that	  the	  ‘source’	  of	  a	  text	  is	  located	  somewhere	  between	  the	  
‘text,	  the	  author	  and	  [her]	  oeuvre.	  In	  practice…it	  is	  a	  concept	  that	  enables	  the	  
reader/critic	  to	  explore	  both	  text	  and	  characters	  as	  a	  site	  of	  relative	  autonomy	  
with	  its	  own	  psycho-­‐sexual	  economy’	  (1985,	  p.	  183).	  	  In	  other	  words,	  Sedgwick	  
suggests	  that	  readers	  can	  gain	  pleasure	  from	  the	  text	  itself,	  independent	  of	  
established	  reality.	  	  Thus	  a	  series	  of	  ‘voices’	  becomes	  apparent:	  the	  text’s,	  the	  
author’s,	  the	  reader’s	  and	  those	  of	  the	  characters	  are	  the	  most	  obvious,	  but	  
others	  will	  become	  evident	  too.	  	  Sedgwick’s	  point	  is	  that	  they	  are	  seamless	  in	  the	  
way	  they	  subsume	  one	  another.	  	  Such	  an	  effect	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  normalise	  the	  
behaviour	  represented	  in	  the	  text,	  as	  no	  voice	  is	  exclusive.	  	  When	  Frances	  
confronts	  the	  idea	  of	  the	  holiday	  that	  Lilian	  and	  Leonard	  are	  about	  to	  take,	  her	  
internal	  monologue	  introduces	  another	  voice	  into	  the	  text	  through	  the	  narrated	  
space.	  Frances	  rehearses	  herself	  saying,	  ‘“You	  think	  she’s	  yours,”	  she	  imagined	  
herself	  saying.	  “You	  haven’t	  a	  clue!	  She’s	  mine,	  you	  moron!”’	  (2014,	  p.	  259).	  	  Here,	  
Frances’	  imagined	  sensation	  of	  taking	  control	  enriches	  the	  reading	  experience,	  
because	  often	  her	  existence	  and	  daily	  actions	  are	  measured	  against	  those	  of	  her	  
socially	  conservative	  mother.	  	  However,	  on	  this	  occasion,	  the	  narrator	  gives	  the	  
reader	  rare	  access	  into	  the	  interior	  space	  of	  Frances’	  mind	  and	  exposes	  the	  inner	  
rage	  Frances	  is	  expressing.	  	  Whilst	  the	  italics	  differentiate	  between	  the	  external	  
and	  internal	  spaces	  where	  the	  narrative	  is	  generated,	  they	  also	  emphasise	  
Frances’	  frustration.	  	  The	  longer-­‐length	  of	  Frances’	  punctuated	  sentence	  
undermines	  the	  marital	  privilege.	  	  This	  is	  because	  Leonard’s	  sense	  of	  
entitlement,	  demonstrated	  by	  what	  he	  ‘thinks’	  he	  has	  a	  right	  to,	  is	  minimized	  by	  
the	  amplifying	  effect	  of	  the	  exclamation	  marks.	  	  This	  fissure	  in	  the	  narrative	  
fabric	  of	  the	  book,	  between	  the	  real	  and	  the	  imagined	  promotes	  independence	  
and	  makes	  the	  reading	  experience	  more	  affective	  and	  pleasurable,	  because	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women	  are	  seen	  to	  be	  empowered,	  even	  in	  that	  rage	  is	  internalized	  at	  certain	  
points.	  	  
Examining	  an	  alternative	  sexual	  existence	  using	  Grosz’	  metaphor	  of	  ‘two	  
lips’	  enables	  a	  broader	  set	  of	  readings	  to	  take	  place	  with	  regards	  to	  female	  
sexuality.	  	  The	  image	  of	  simultaneously	  ‘being’	  defies	  binary	  categories	  and	  
forms	  because,	  as	  Grosz	  says	  ‘[they]	  are	  undecidably	  inside	  and	  outside,	  one	  and	  
two,	  genital	  and	  oral’	  (1989,	  p.	  116).	  	  Similarly	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  Irigaray	  
challenges	  the	  way	  female	  pleasure	  is	  represented,	  arguing	  that	  ‘woman’s	  
pleasure	  does	  not	  have	  to	  choose	  between	  clitoral	  activity	  and	  vaginal	  passivity’	  
(1985,	  p.	  28).	  	  In	  relation	  to	  both	  Grosz	  and	  Irigaray,	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  
Waters	  presents	  desire	  and	  sex	  between	  women	  that	  is	  not	  predicated	  on	  
phallocentric	  understanding.	  	  The	  pleasure	  and	  sex	  that	  takes	  place	  between	  the	  
female	  characters	  in	  Waters’	  fiction	  create	  a	  model	  of	  female	  sexuality	  that	  
represents	  a	  different	  image.	  	  For	  instance,	  Nancy’s	  female	  body	  has	  been	  shown	  
to	  contest	  the	  socio-­‐linguistics	  of	  convention	  and	  is	  inscribed	  beyond	  the	  reach	  
of	  phallocentrism.	  	  Grosz	  and	  Irigaray	  both	  present	  opportunities	  to	  read	  
romance	  in	  emancipatory	  terms.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Waters	  subverts	  the	  genre	  of	  
romance.	  	  
As	  a	  literary	  mode	  the	  romance	  novel	  has	  been	  shown	  to	  be	  ambiguous,	  
but	  this	  apparent	  weakness	  has,	  in	  turn,	  been	  translated	  into	  versatility.	  Waters	  
shows	  how	  lesbian	  romance	  can	  subvert	  the	  upstanding	  orthodox	  view	  of	  
romance	  by	  reinvigorating	  the	  arguments	  around	  gender	  and	  sexuality.	  In	  
queering	  the	  conventional	  patterns	  of	  romance	  literature,	  she	  re-­‐orientates	  a	  
world	  that	  is	  presently	  predetermined	  and	  predictable.	  She	  achieves	  this	  
perspective	  by	  querying	  the	  myth	  making	  that	  presents	  the	  female	  form	  as	  
universalised.	  In	  so	  doing,	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  is	  re-­‐focused	  for	  the	  reader	  and	  a	  
new	  relationship	  dynamic	  is	  brought	  into	  view.	  This	  creative	  act	  evokes	  a	  sense	  
of	  pleasure	  in	  the	  reader,	  as	  Waters	  proves	  that	  there	  are	  endless	  possibilities	  to	  
romantic	  lived	  existence.	  	  
	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
i	  Butler	  considered	  the	  work	  that	  anthropologist	  Esther	  Newton	  carried	  out	  in	  
1972	  in	  relation	  to	  drag	  acts	  in	  America.	  	  This	  enabled	  her	  to	  question	  whether	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the	  performance	  of	  gender	  could	  become	  a	  critique	  of	  normative	  values,	  rather	  
than	  a	  play-­‐out	  of	  them.	  	  Drag	  acts,	  rather	  than	  participating	  in	  acting	  out	  
accepted	  versions	  of	  gender	  were,	  in	  fact,	  a	  way	  of	  interrupting	  the	  gender	  
discourse.	  	  Butler’s	  work	  in	  this	  area	  highlights	  how	  performativity	  breaks	  up	  
the	  naturalness	  of	  gender	  and	  asks	  questions	  of	  the	  way	  gender	  is	  constructed.	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  Four	  	  
“Queering	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  Gothic”	  	  
	  
Introduction	  
This	  chapter	  considers	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  Waters’	  fiction	  explores	  the	  queering	  of	  
the	  Gothic	  genre.	  	  Based	  upon	  a	  close	  reading	  of	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  (2009)	  this	  
chapter	  will	  show	  how	  Waters	  evokes	  familiar	  gothic	  motifs,	  such	  as	  the	  haunted	  
house,	  the	  declining	  family	  line	  and	  death	  and	  madness	  in	  order	  to	  expose	  the	  
dark	  hidden	  pasts	  of	  Empire	  and	  other	  hegemonic	  structures.	  	  During	  interview	  
for	  this	  thesis,	  Waters	  observes	  that	  there	  is	  a	  ‘bit	  of	  a	  link	  between	  
homosexuality	  and	  the	  Gothic-­‐a	  sort	  of	  affinity	  between	  queers	  and	  queerness’	  
(2010).	  	  This	  ‘link’	  she	  suggests	  is	  generally	  manifest	  in	  her	  work	  through	  her	  
characters	  who,	  she	  says,	  ‘are	  frequently	  baffled	  or	  uneasy’	  (ibid).	  	  As	  a	  literary	  
space	  the	  Gothic	  is	  ‘uneasy.’	  William	  Hughes	  and	  Andrew	  Smith	  describe	  the	  
gothic	  genre	  as	  a	  site	  of	  superficial	  ‘inconsistencies’	  (2009,	  p.	  1).	  They	  say	  the	  
Gothic	  ‘proclaims	  a	  brittleness	  of	  definition	  which	  is	  imperfectly	  concealed’	  (ibid,	  
p.	  1).	  	  Hence,	  Waters	  identifies	  how	  ‘things	  often	  appear	  queer	  to	  them	  [her	  
characters];	  and	  in	  The	  Little	  Stranger,	  of	  course,	  there	  are	  genuinely	  queer	  things	  
going	  on’	  (2010).	  	  All	  of	  these	  aspects	  of	  uncertainty	  are	  rooted	  in	  the	  narrative	  of	  
Doctor	  Faraday.	  	  At	  times	  he	  is	  presented	  as	  rational	  and	  scientific,	  in	  keeping	  
with	  the	  expectations	  of	  his	  profession.	  	  He	  attempts	  to	  administer	  the	  latest	  in	  
medical	  advances	  to	  Roderick’s	  war-­‐damaged	  legs.	  	  He	  provides	  a	  sympathetic	  
ear	  to	  Mrs.	  Ayres	  as	  strange	  happenings	  about	  the	  house	  cause	  her	  to	  remember	  
her	  dead	  daughter.	  	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  is	  then	  a	  story	  that	  is	  queer	  and	  ‘uneasy.’	  	  
This	  chapter	  considers	  the	  inter-­‐relationship	  between	  the	  gothic	  and	  queerness	  
in	  order	  to	  demonstrate	  alternative	  states	  of	  existence	  that	  lie	  between	  marginal	  
and	  mainstream	  experience.	  	  	  
	   	   Yet	  at	  other	  times	  Faraday	  appears	  to	  the	  reader	  as	  someone	  who	  seems	  
irrational	  and	  obsessive.	  	  Faraday	  makes	  a	  fetish	  of	  the	  house.	  	  He	  objectifies	  its	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appearance	  in	  order	  to	  compensate	  for	  and	  bolster	  his	  low	  self-­‐worth.	  	  Faraday	  
uses	  his	  position	  as	  a	  doctor	  to	  intervene	  in	  the	  Ayres’	  family	  business	  with	  
eventual	  disastrous	  consequences	  for	  them.	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  present	  Faraday’s	  
character	  through	  a	  queer	  reading	  in	  order	  to	  show	  how	  he	  brings	  into	  sharp	  
focus	  aspects	  of	  identity	  that	  have	  been	  conveniently	  buried	  by	  social	  history.	  	  
Gilles	  Deleuze	  and	  Félix	  Guatarri’s	  influential	  Kafka:	  Towards	  a	  Minor	  Literature	  
(2003)	  will	  be	  used	  to	  consider	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters	  reterritorialises	  the	  function	  
of	  language	  in	  order	  to	  invent	  new	  identities	  and	  ways	  of	  being.	  
	   	   When	  interviewed	  for	  this	  thesis,	  Waters	  says	  how	  ‘at	  home	  in	  the	  Gothic	  
genre’	  she	  feels	  (2010).	  	  The	  reason	  for	  this	  she	  cites	  is	  the	  sense	  of	  ‘affinity’	  she	  
also	  feels	  with	  ‘queers,	  queerness;	  transgression’	  (ibid).	  	  Here	  Waters	  aligns	  
herself	  with	  the	  subversive	  nature	  of	  the	  Gothic	  genre.	  	  Waters	  is	  known	  to	  
openly	  speak	  out	  about	  her	  sexuality	  and	  she	  is	  also	  comfortable	  associating	  her	  
work	  with	  the	  lesbian	  genre.	  Given	  the	  qualities	  Waters	  attributes	  to	  the	  gothic	  it	  
is	  possible	  to	  imagine	  how	  she	  would	  feel	  naturally	  at	  ‘home’	  within	  a	  queered	  
sense	  of	  the	  gothic.	  	  Chapter	  one	  has	  already	  suggested	  and	  shown	  how	  Waters	  
becomes	  one	  destination	  of	  meaning,	  when	  interpretations	  are	  focalised	  through	  
her	  role	  as	  the	  author.	  	  It	  was	  demonstrated	  how	  Waters	  acts	  as	  a	  governing	  
consciousness	  for	  the	  reader,	  as	  they	  engage	  with	  new	  ideas	  and	  sub-­‐cultural	  
referents	  previously	  never	  experienced	  or	  inaccessible.	  	  Hence,	  one	  might	  argue	  
that	  the	  concept	  of	  the	  second	  authorial	  self	  is	  part	  of	  a	  queered	  landscape	  that	  
has	  a	  natural	  affinity	  with	  the	  Gothic,	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  exceeds	  conventional	  
limitations.	  	  	  As	  Waters	  goes	  on	  to	  say	  ‘I’m	  very	  happy	  to	  let	  echoes	  of	  other	  texts	  
creep	  into	  my	  work;	  it	  feels	  entirely	  appropriate’	  (2010).	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  
consider	  the	  close	  relationship	  between	  the	  Gothic	  and	  queerness	  in	  order	  to	  
show	  how	  queering	  the	  Gothic	  opens	  out	  the	  many	  layers	  and	  ‘echoes’	  of	  
intertextuality	  that	  exist	  within	  The	  Little	  Stranger.	  Though	  Waters’	  queer	  self	  is	  
not	  in	  itself	  a	  factor	  in	  the	  queering	  process,	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  in	  their	  book,	  
Queering	  the	  Gothic	  (2009)	  argue	  that	  queer	  sexuality	  does	  nevertheless	  present	  
one	  of	  many	  queer	  opportunities	  that	  are	  transformative.	  	  	  
	   	   This	  chapter	  will	  demonstrate	  ideas	  of	  transformation	  in	  the	  way	  hidden	  
desires	  are	  exposed	  and	  new	  power	  structures	  are	  established.	  	  It	  will	  be	  shown	  
how	  normalized	  identities	  of	  gender	  and	  sexuality	  are	  resisted	  and	  troubled	  by	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the	  regenerative	  capacity	  of	  the	  Gothic.	  	  	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  is	  a	  novel	  that	  
deviates	  from	  the	  artistic	  style	  of	  writing	  that	  Waters	  has	  become	  established	  for,	  
not	  least	  because	  as	  a	  story	  it	  does	  not	  have	  a	  notable	  lesbian	  character.	  	  An	  
examination	  of	  the	  way	  the	  Gothic	  deconstructs	  the	  conventional	  will	  take	  place	  
along	  with	  a	  consideration	  of	  Judith	  Butler’s	  theories	  of	  performativity.	  	  It	  will	  be	  
shown	  how	  Waters’	  artistic	  preferences,	  professional	  role	  and	  sexuality	  
constitute	  a	  performance	  and	  are	  part	  of	  the	  meaning	  making	  processes	  that	  can	  
be	  associated	  with	  the	  way	  the	  Gothic	  intervenes	  in	  the	  normative.	  	  
	   	   The	  work	  by	  Christine	  Berberich	  on	  The	  Image	  of	  the	  English	  Gentleman	  in	  
Twentieth-­	  Century	  Literature	  (2007)	  will	  be	  helpful	  to	  this	  chapter	  to	  establish	  
the	  idealized	  space	  Empire	  has	  sustained	  in	  the	  mythical	  representation	  of	  British	  
social	  history.	  	  Freud’s	  work	  the	  Uncanny	  (1919)	  will	  provide	  a	  Gothic	  counter	  
narrative	  in	  order	  to	  explore	  the	  notion	  of	  repression	  and	  transgression.	  	  
Similarly,	  the	  work	  on	  Fantasy	  (1981)	  by	  Rosemary	  Jackson	  will	  provide	  an	  
illuminating	  exploration	  of	  the	  dualism	  of	  the	  narrative	  device	  of	  the	  ‘eye/I’	  in	  
order	  to	  consider	  the	  construction	  and	  the	  structures	  of	  vision	  and	  its	  
relationship	  to	  knowledge.	  	  As	  a	  starting	  point	  for	  this	  chapter,	  an	  outline	  of	  the	  
Gothic	  will	  be	  presented	  and	  the	  arguments	  around	  its	  queerness	  will	  be	  
established.	  	  	  
	  
Defining	  the	  Gothic	  	   	  
By	  its	  very	  nature	  the	  Gothic	  is	  difficult	  to	  define.	  	  Taking	  leave	  from	  the	  very	  earliest	  
and	  accepted	  Gothic	  novel	  of	  Horace	  Walpole’s	  The	  Castle	  of	  Otranto	  (1764),	  the	  genre	  
has	  been	  subject	  to	  many	  revisits,	  revisions	  and	  transformations	  since	  the	  eighteenth	  
century.	  	  For	  instance,	  Fred	  Botting	  tells	  in	  Gothic	  ([1996]	  2013)	  how	  the	  motif	  of	  the	  
castle	  in	  Walpole’s	  story	  evolved	  through	  time	  to	  offer	  new	  examples	  of	  dwelling-­‐space-­‐
experienced	  fear.	  	  As	  castles	  went	  out	  of	  fashion	  the	  Gothic	  responded	  by	  locating	  
alternative	  places	  and	  replaced	  the	  castle	  battlements	  and	  ruins	  with	  a	  decaying	  old	  
house.	  Over	  a	  period	  of	  time,	  the	  physical	  presence	  of	  the	  house	  is	  also	  used	  as	  a	  useful	  
trope	  for	  the	  family	  line.	  	  As	  Botting	  tells	  us,	  the	  old	  house	  becomes	  the:	  	  
site	  where	  fears	  and	  anxieties	  returned	  in	  the	  present.	  These	  anxieties	  varied	  
according	  to	  diverse	  changes:	  political	  revolution,	  industrialization,	  urbanization,	  
shifts	  in	  sexual	  and	  domestic	  organization,	  and	  scientific	  discovery	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	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Here	  according	  to	  Botting,	  the	  site	  of	  the	  house	  exceeds	  its	  physical	  locality	  and	  shifts	  
towards	  a	  representation	  of	  mind	  through	  a	  ‘return	  of	  the	  past	  on	  the	  present’	  (ibid).	  
The	  emotional	  response	  of	  ‘fear’	  and	  ‘anxiety’	  towards	  this	  inflection	  signifies	  a	  trend	  
and	  a	  desire	  in	  the	  Gothic	  to	  explore	  the	  psychological	  impact	  of	  society	  and	  culture	  on	  
the	  individual.	  	  Furthermore,	  as	  Botting	  maintains	  that	  the	  Gothic	  can	  ‘never	  escape	  the	  
concerns	  of	  [its]	  own	  times’	  (ibid,	  p.	  2)	  the	  diverse	  range	  of	  historically	  specific	  issues	  
addressed	  by	  the	  Gothic	  highlight	  a	  chimeric	  tendency.	  	  For	  instance,	  early	  Gothic	  fiction	  
‘harked	  back	  to	  a	  feudal	  past,’	  nineteenth	  century	  gothic	  responds	  to	  a	  growing	  cityscape	  
and	  twentieth	  century	  gothic	  references	  the	  spread	  of	  popular	  culture	  (ibid,	  p.	  2).	  
Botting’s	  study	  of	  the	  Gothic	  highlights	  its	  ubiquity	  as	  he	  tells	  us	  that	  it	  is	  ‘everywhere	  
and	  nowhere’	  (ibid,	  p.	  155).	  	  And	  yet,	  in	  saying	  this,	  Botting	  is	  also	  drawing	  attention	  to	  
the	  human	  appeal	  of	  the	  Gothic.	  	  As	  he	  maintains,	  humanity’s	  fascination	  with	  
‘transgression…limits	  and	  boundaries…desire	  and	  power’	  has	  been	  captured	  by	  the	  
Gothic	  formula	  (ibid,	  p.	  2).	  	  Readers	  delight	  in	  the	  Gothic	  because	  of	  its	  regenerative	  
capabilities	  to	  re-­‐articulate	  orthodoxy	  and	  because	  of	  this,	  it	  cannot	  be	  pinned	  down	  and	  
neatly	  defined.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  one	  might	  agree	  that	  the	  Gothic	  can	  be	  interpretively	  
queer,	  because	  of	  its	  affective	  qualities.	  	  	  
In	  the	  introduction	  to	  the	  book	  Queering	  the	  Gothic	  (2009)	  William	  Hughes	  and	  
Andrew	  Smith	  make	  the	  point	  that	  there	  has	  always	  been	  something	  rather	  ‘queer’	  about	  
the	  gothic	  genre	  (2009,	  p,	  1).	  	  In	  one	  sense,	  this	  ‘queerness’	  can	  be	  interpreted	  as	  an	  
effect	  of	  the	  disrespect	  the	  Gothic	  shows	  towards	  borderlines	  and	  authority.	  	  The	  Gothic	  
often	  juxtaposes	  the	  demands	  of	  authority	  against	  the	  desires	  of	  the	  individual	  and	  the	  
consequence	  of	  this	  conflict	  can	  result	  in	  the	  unsettling	  exposure	  of	  a	  thing	  withheld.	  	  
For	  instance,	  the	  way	  Jonathan	  Harker	  in	  Bram	  Stoker’s	  Dracula	  (1897)	  takes	  ‘pleasure’	  
in	  ‘disobeying’	  the	  warning	  given	  by	  Count	  Dracula	  as	  he	  explores	  the	  wings	  of	  the	  castle	  
not	  only	  puts	  him	  in	  physical	  danger,	  but	  the	  ‘deliberate	  voluptuousness’	  of	  the	  women	  
he	  discovers	  awakens	  a	  ‘burning	  desire’	  within	  him	  to	  be	  seduced	  (1897,	  p.	  42).	  	  This	  
submissive	  positioning	  elicits	  a	  pleasure	  that	  is	  both	  ‘thrilling	  and	  repulsive’	  to	  Harker,	  
yet	  as	  he	  admits	  it	  is	  one	  he	  seems	  ‘somehow	  to	  know’	  (ibid,	  p.	  42).	  	  In	  this	  respect	  it	  is	  
possible	  to	  see	  how	  the	  Gothic	  situates	  the	  human	  desire	  for	  transgression	  against	  the	  
control	  exerted	  by	  authority	  and,	  as	  such,	  becomes	  a	  vicarious	  release	  for	  the	  reader	  
from	  forms	  of	  cultural	  containment.	  	  
	   The	  Gothic	  encourages	  its	  audience	  to	  rethink	  the	  power	  structures	  that	  exist	  in	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culture.	  	  Vampire	  stories	  like	  Dracula	  can	  be	  used	  to	  present	  the	  violence	  that	  underpins	  
the	  repression	  of	  sexual	  desire	  and	  re-­‐present	  this	  denial	  from	  a	  different	  world	  order.	  	  
In	  the	  women’s	  room,	  Harker	  is	  supine	  and	  ‘quiet’	  seeing	  the	  women	  from	  ‘under	  [his]	  
eyelashes’	  (ibid,	  p.	  42).	  At	  this	  moment	  it	  would	  appear	  that	  he	  is	  occupying	  a	  dream-­‐
state,	  a	  half-­‐world	  where	  he	  can	  with	  ‘delightful	  anticipation’	  enjoy	  being	  sexually	  
aroused	  (ibid,	  p.	  42).	  	  Yet,	  the	  references	  to	  ‘teeth,’	  ‘lips,’	  ‘breath’	  and	  ‘licking’	  are	  
animalistic	  and	  hark	  back	  to	  a	  much	  more	  primitive	  period	  in	  human	  existence,	  when	  
the	  act	  of	  sex	  was	  not	  subject	  to	  moral	  control.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  Harker	  can	  only	  access	  
this	  space	  from	  his	  subconscious,	  with	  eyes	  closed	  ‘in	  languorous	  ecstasy	  [he]	  waited-­‐	  
waited	  with	  beating	  heart’	  (ibid,	  p.	  43).	  Here	  the	  sensations	  of	  sexual	  arousal	  are	  familiar	  
with	  the	  ‘beating	  heart,’	  but	  the	  context	  of	  the	  sexually	  assured	  women,	  the	  secret	  wing	  
of	  the	  castle	  and	  the	  confrontation	  of	  desire	  are	  not.	  	  Thus	  the	  Gothic	  in	  this	  example	  also	  
interrogates	  the	  structures	  of	  the	  self,	  using	  Freud’s	  notion	  of	  the	  ‘uncanny’	  or	  the	  
unheimlich.	  	  Harker	  unleashes	  from	  within	  himself	  instinctive	  sexual	  lust	  and	  longing,	  
which	  in	  ordinary,	  polite	  Victorian	  society	  would	  have	  remained	  suppressed.	  As	  a	  
consequence,	  the	  Gothic	  shows	  the	  audience	  that	  the	  greatest	  threat	  to	  the	  self	  comes	  
from	  the	  society	  or	  cultural	  beliefs	  and	  practices	  that	  are	  most	  familiar.	  	  In	  this	  case,	  the	  
vampiric	  women	  transgress	  the	  privacy	  of	  sex	  and	  the	  audience	  is	  witness	  to	  this	  
violation.	  
The	  queerness	  of	  the	  Gothic	  can	  be	  experienced	  when	  hidden	  desires	  are	  exposed	  
and	  new	  power	  structures	  are	  established.	  	  Similarly,	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  observe	  how	  
the	  Gothic	  tradition	  draws	  attention	  to	  and	  exposes	  the	  limitations	  and	  restrictions	  of	  
cultural	  norms.	  	  As	  a	  literary	  genre,	  gothic	  fiction	  has	  often	  been	  used	  to	  explore	  the	  
divide	  between	  acceptable	  behaviours,	  ideas	  and	  actions	  against	  those	  that	  are	  not:	  
between	  that	  which	  is	  permissible	  and	  that	  which	  is	  not.	  	  The	  Gothic,	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  
argue,	  is	  always	  ‘poised	  astride	  the	  uneasy	  cultural	  boundary	  that	  separates	  the	  
acceptable	  and	  familiar	  from	  the	  troubling	  and	  different’	  (2009,	  p.	  1).	  Hegemonic	  
dominance	  seeks	  to	  banish	  that	  which	  is	  ‘troubling	  and	  different’	  to	  a	  hinterland	  of	  
existence	  and,	  as	  such,	  the	  Gothic	  genre	  has	  been	  consistently	  used	  by	  writers	  to	  make	  
sense	  of	  culture’s	  dark	  side.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  the	  Gothic’s	  ability	  to	  counter	  ever	  
changing	  cultural	  attitudes	  towards	  social	  taboos,	  such	  as	  sexual	  deviancy	  and	  
miscreants	  for	  instance,	  exposes	  its	  queerness	  both	  in	  terms	  of	  its	  ability	  to	  evolve	  and	  its	  
capacity	  to	  regenerate.	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The	  queerness	  of	  the	  Gothic	  then	  can	  be	  experienced	  through	  its	  abilities	  to	  break	  
boundaries,	  to	  move	  and	  challenge	  fixed	  ideas.	  	  And	  yet,	  this	  sense	  of	  queerness	  has	  also	  
much	  in	  common	  with	  the	  values	  of	  Queer	  Theory.	  	  In	  ‘Devouring	  Desires’	  (2009)	  Gina	  
Wisker	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  way	  queerness	  has	  been	  promoted	  in	  criticism	  in	  order	  to	  
oppose	  the	  rigidity	  of	  identity.	  	  She	  argues	  that	  queerness	  ‘offers	  a	  movement	  beyond	  
the	  terms	  of	  lesbian	  and	  gay’	  because	  it	  is	  not	  a	  single	  subsuming	  category	  (2009,	  p.	  
124).	  Queerness	  in	  this	  regard	  is	  not	  normative,	  because	  it	  is	  amorphous	  and	  like	  the	  
Gothic	  is	  unknowable.	  	  Wisker	  points	  out	  that	  this	  sense	  of	  difference	  offers	  no	  hook	  
upon	  which	  identity	  can	  be	  fixed,	  because	  queerness	  appears	  nebulous	  by	  nature.	  	  In	  
relation	  to	  this	  mass	  of	  contradictions,	  Wisker	  suggests	  how:	  	  	  
constant	  formation	  becomes	  not	  only	  a	  critical	  effect	  but	  an	  affect	  of	  the	  newly	  
configured	  identities	  and	  relationships	  in	  some	  lesbian	  Gothic…where	  the	  ability	  
to	  metamorphose,	  transform	  and	  break	  boundaries	  and	  taboos	  leads	  to	  new	  
versions	  of	  self	  and	  relationships	  (ibid,	  p.	  125).	  	  
	  What	  is	  interesting	  here	  is	  the	  way	  that	  Wisker	  resists	  the	  normalising	  effect	  of	  the	  term	  
‘lesbian’	  through	  the	  way	  that	  she	  identifies	  it	  with	  the	  Gothic’s	  capacity	  to	  regenerate.	  
Here,	  her	  notion	  of	  	  ‘constant	  formation’	  is	  the	  key	  to	  both	  its	  ‘effectiveness’	  as	  a	  genre,	  
but	  also	  its	  ‘affect’	  in	  terms	  of	  offering	  up	  new	  meanings	  and	  examples	  of	  lived	  existence.	  	  
Wisker	  shows	  how	  the	  queerness	  of	  the	  Gothic	  in	  this	  instance	  is	  not	  located	  in	  the	  
obvious	  and,	  perhaps,	  literal	  association	  with	  the	  nature	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  But	  rather,	  
she	  evokes	  the	  shape-­‐shifting	  ability	  of	  queerness	  to	  trouble	  traditional	  representations	  
of	  gender.	  The	  consequence	  of	  this	  is	  that	  identity	  is	  shown	  in	  terms	  of	  being	  a	  choice,	  as	  
opposed	  to	  being	  innate.	  This	  is	  apparent	  from	  the	  ‘new	  versions	  of	  self’	  that	  she	  speaks	  
of.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  notion	  of	  queering	  asks	  the	  reader	  to	  consider	  difference.	  	  	  
Hughes	  and	  Smith	  maintain	  that	  to	  be	  queer	  is	  to	  ‘be	  different,	  yet	  it	  is	  also	  to	  be	  
unavoidably	  associated	  with	  the	  non-­‐	  queer,	  the	  normative’	  (2009,	  p.	  3).	  	  Their	  point	  is	  
that	  there	  is	  always	  present	  a	  tension	  in	  queerness	  that	  intercedes	  in	  ‘personal	  style	  and	  
artistic	  preference’	  (ibid,	  p,	  3).	  	  Articulations	  of	  queerness	  force	  one	  to	  consider	  the	  
compromises	  made	  between	  the	  desires	  of	  the	  self	  and	  the	  ambitions	  of	  orthodoxy.	  	  
Queerness,	  for	  instance,	  asks	  how	  a	  writer	  interacts	  with	  their	  text	  and	  the	  way	  the	  
reader	  responds	  to	  a	  text.	  	  Enquiries	  like	  these	  prompt	  an	  interrogation	  of	  how	  ‘the	  
queer	  self	  (or	  the	  queer	  text)	  relates	  to	  the	  very	  expression	  of	  queerness’	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	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Minor	  Literature,	  Queerness	  and	  Fetishism	  
As	  the	  title	  of	  Waters’	  fifth	  book	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  (2009)	  suggests	  there	  are	  
layers	  of	  unfamiliarity	  woven	  throughout	  this	  novel.	  	  The	  narrative	  is	  distinctive	  
and	  unusual	  for	  Waters	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  presents	  a	  male	  perspective	  and	  departs	  
from	  her	  usual	  female-­‐centric	  stories.	  	  The	  opening	  statement	  by	  the	  protagonist,	  
a	  doctor	  called	  Faraday,	  provides	  the	  location	  where	  the	  ghost	  story	  takes	  place.	  	  
He	  says,	  ‘I	  first	  saw	  Hundreds	  Hall	  when	  I	  was	  a	  child	  (2009,	  p.	  1).	  	  At	  the	  same	  
time	  that	  the	  reader	  is	  introduced	  to	  the	  main	  character,	  the	  theme	  of	  
disintegration	  is	  brought	  to	  the	  fore.	  	  Faraday	  reminds	  the	  reader	  that	  his	  
memory	  of	  the	  Ayres	  family	  is	  ‘vague.	  I	  recall	  most	  vividly	  the	  house	  itself’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
1).	  	  His	  obsession	  with	  the	  ‘house’	  slowly	  brings	  about	  the	  demise	  of	  the	  
remaining	  Ayres	  family	  members,	  who	  he	  meets	  in	  adulthood.	  	  Waters	  uses	  
Faraday’s	  fascination	  with	  the	  object	  of	  the	  house	  in	  order	  to	  explore	  the	  limits	  of	  
the	  self.	  	  
Faraday’s	  poor	  self-­‐esteem	  is	  shaped	  by	  familial	  expectations.	  	  As	  an	  
adolescent	  Faraday	  wanted	  to	  ‘desperately	  live	  up	  to	  [his	  own]	  reputation’	  while	  
at	  the	  same	  time,	  he	  was	  driven	  ‘to	  secret	  rages’	  by	  the	  ‘adults	  who	  interested	  
themselves	  in	  my	  career’	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  Admired	  by	  his	  family	  for	  being	  clever,	  that	  
cleverness	  was	  then	  used	  against	  him,	  as	  a	  form	  of	  admonishment	  when	  his	  
actions	  fell	  below	  those	  expected	  by	  others.	  	  His	  mother’s	  chastisement	  is	  an	  
example.	  	  Annoyed	  that	  Faraday	  had	  damaged	  his	  trousers	  she	  says	  to	  him,	  ‘“You	  
ought	  to	  know	  better,	  a	  clever	  lad	  like	  you”’	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  Faraday’s	  ‘secret	  rages’	  
show	  that	  he	  feels	  undervalued	  by	  those	  around	  him	  and	  they	  demonstrate	  the	  
beginnings	  of	  resentment	  that	  he	  builds	  up	  towards	  others,	  in	  particular	  the	  
Ayres	  family.	  	  The	  first	  evening	  he	  meets	  Roderick	  Ayres	  on	  a	  routine	  medical	  call	  
out	  to	  the	  maid,	  Faraday	  becomes	  incensed	  at	  what	  he	  sees	  as	  the	  incivility	  of	  
Roderick’s	  address	  to	  him.	  	  Roderick	  calls	  him	  ‘Faraday’	  without	  the	  prefix	  of	  
Doctor.	  	  In	  response	  Faraday	  says	  to	  the	  reader	  ‘that	  “Faraday”	  grated	  on	  me	  
somewhat,	  given	  that	  he	  was	  twenty-­‐four	  and	  I	  was	  nearly	  forty’	  (ibid,	  p.	  17).	  	  
Here	  Faraday	  is	  diminished	  once	  again	  in	  the	  eyes	  of	  others,	  not	  just	  in	  terms	  of	  
his	  social	  position,	  as	  a	  doctor,	  but	  also	  with	  regards	  to	  the	  respect	  others	  show	  
him	  because	  of	  his	  age.	  	  	  Faraday’s	  position	  as	  a	  doctor	  means	  that	  he	  is	  middle-­‐
class	  and	  thus	  respectable.	  	  Yet	  his	  upbringing	  is	  of	  working	  class	  origins	  and	  is	  a	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cause	  of	  his	  personal	  disavowal	  of	  his	  childhood.	  	  These	  two	  different	  social	  
positions	  cause	  additional	  conflict	  within	  Faraday,	  as	  his	  character	  increasingly	  
jars	  with	  the	  other	  characters	  around	  him	  because	  of	  his	  social	  aspirations.	  	  In	  
light	  of	  these	  issues,	  Waters	  presents	  her	  readers	  with	  a	  protagonist	  who	  is	  ill	  at	  
ease	  and,	  as	  the	  story	  progresses,	  Faraday’s	  desire	  for	  social	  acceptance	  and	  
status	  become	  more	  pressing	  and	  his	  mental	  state	  is	  shown	  to	  be	  increasingly	  dis-­
eased.	  	  	  
There	  is	  an	  intentional	  play	  on	  the	  word	  dis-­ease	  being	  used	  here.	  	  In	  
keeping	  with	  the	  gothic,	  ideas	  of	  disease	  can	  reflect	  the	  conflict	  of	  the	  physical	  self	  
with	  the	  mind.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time	  these	  states	  provide	  an	  unsettling	  reading	  
experience.	  	  Julia	  Kristeva	  examines	  this	  contested	  relationship	  through	  her	  
theories	  of	  abjection,	  whereby	  the	  maternal	  ‘authority’	  is	  at	  odds	  with	  the	  
paternal	  ‘law’	  (1982,	  p.	  14).	  	  Faraday’s	  mother	  manipulates	  his	  emotions	  in	  order	  
to	  control	  his	  behaviour;	  as	  he	  says	  ‘she	  never	  had	  the	  heart	  for	  arguments.	  
Instead	  she	  looked	  at	  me,	  with	  her	  tearful	  eyes,	  as	  if	  baffled	  and	  ashamed’	  (2009,	  
p.	  3).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  ‘tearful	  eyes’	  and	  sense	  of	  ‘shame’	  embitter	  Faraday	  and	  
impede	  him	  from	  taking	  up	  his	  proper	  place	  in	  the	  outside	  world	  as	  he	  develops.	  	  
This	  is	  because	  his	  mother’s	  influence	  has	  not	  relinquished	  its	  hold	  on	  him	  and	  he	  
carries	  it	  into	  adulthood.	  	  Thus,	  accordingly,	  to	  Faraday	  his	  mother	  functions	  as	  
both	  a	  place	  of	  bliss	  and	  also	  as	  a	  site	  of	  fear	  at	  the	  prospect	  of	  being	  separated.	  	  
Kristeva	  argues	  that	  a	  child	  who	  experiences	  abjection	  in	  this	  way	  is	  more	  likely	  
to	  form	  dyadic	  relationships.	  	  She	  says,	  ‘the	  function	  …is	  to	  ward	  off	  the	  subject’s	  
fear	  of	  his	  very	  own	  identity	  sinking	  irretrievably	  into	  the	  mother	  (1982,	  p.	  64).	  	  
In	  this	  regard,	  the	  fascination	  and	  feelings	  of	  attachment	  Faraday	  forms	  for	  
Hundreds	  Hall	  signify	  more	  than	  a	  passing	  affection	  for	  special	  childhood	  
memories.	  	  Hundreds	  Hall	  becomes	  a	  site	  of	  fetish	  for	  Faraday,	  which	  replaces	  the	  
maternal.	  	  	  
In	  his	  essay	  ‘Fetishism’	  Freud	  maintains	  that	  the	  male’s	  separation	  from	  
the	  castrated	  maternal	  body	  should	  be	  a	  desirable	  state,	  indeed	  it	  paves	  the	  way	  
for	  sexual	  maturity	  to	  take	  place.	  	  However,	  for	  the	  individual	  who	  refuses	  to	  
accept	  this	  transition,	  a	  substitution	  is	  sought	  in	  the	  form	  of	  a	  fetishised	  object.	  	  
Of	  this,	  Freud	  says:	  	  
	   157	  
In	  his	  mind	  the	  woman	  has	  got	  a	  penis,	  in	  spite	  of	  everything;	  but	  this	  
penis	  is	  no	  longer	  the	  same	  as	  it	  was	  before.	  	  Something	  else	  has	  taken	  its	  
place,	  has	  been	  appointed	  its	  substitute,	  as	  it	  were,	  and	  now	  inherits	  the	  
interest	  which	  was	  formerly	  directed	  to	  its	  predecessor	  (1927,	  p.	  54)	  
Here	  the	  notion	  of	  ‘substitution’	  reflects	  a	  deep	  psychological	  flaw	  that	  obstructs	  
the	  individual	  from	  making	  meaningful	  attachments	  in	  adult	  life.	  	  	  As	  such,	  the	  
fetishised	  object	  (substitution	  for	  the	  maternal)	  provides	  the	  site	  of	  pleasure.	  	  
Very	  early	  on	  in	  the	  narrative,	  Faraday	  remembers	  how	  his	  childhood	  visits	  to	  
Hundreds	  Hall	  were	  ‘thrilling’	  (2009,	  p.	  2).	  	  He	  says	  	  
The	  thrill	  of	  it	  was	  astonishing.	  	  I	  don’t	  mean	  the	  simple	  thrill	  of	  trespass,	  I	  
mean	  the	  thrill	  of	  the	  house	  itself,	  which	  came	  to	  me	  from	  every	  surface-­‐	  
from	  the	  polish	  of	  the	  floor,	  the	  patina	  on	  the	  wooden	  chairs	  and	  cabinets,	  
the	  bevel	  of	  a	  looking-­‐glass,	  the	  scroll	  of	  a	  frame…It	  was	  simply	  that	  in	  
admiring	  the	  house	  I	  wanted	  to	  possess	  …it	  (ibid,	  p.	  2)	  
The	  ‘thrill’	  felt	  here	  by	  Faraday	  signals	  the	  beginning	  of	  a	  fetish	  he	  cultivates	  for	  
Hundreds	  Hall;	  one	  that	  goes	  on	  to	  influence	  his	  relationships	  with	  members	  of	  
the	  Ayres	  family	  as	  an	  adult.	  	  He	  states	  that	  his	  ‘thrill’	  comes	  not	  from	  the	  act	  of	  
trespass,	  as	  he	  pulls	  at	  the	  décor.	  	  No,	  Faraday’s	  ‘thrill’	  come	  from	  the	  senses,	  
from	  his	  touch.	  	  He	  works	  his	  ‘fingers’	  over	  the	  wall	  freeze.	  	  Faraday	  says	  ‘I	  was	  
like	  a	  man,	  I	  suppose,	  wanting	  a	  lock	  of	  hair	  from	  the	  head	  of	  a	  girl	  he	  had	  
suddenly	  and	  blindly	  become	  enamoured	  of’	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  Faraday	  recalls	  with	  
great	  detail	  the	  ‘polished’	  surfaces,	  the	  ‘patina’	  of	  the	  furniture	  and	  the	  outline	  of	  
the	  mirrored	  ‘frame.’	  He	  remembers	  the	  house	  for	  the	  ‘admiration’	  it	  stirred	  
within	  him,	  as	  if	  it	  were	  a	  living	  creature	  made	  of	  skin	  and	  beauty.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  
the	  house	  provides	  Faraday	  with	  a	  form	  of	  fetishised	  gratification	  that	  is	  rooted	  in	  
the	  disavowal	  of	  his	  feelings	  towards	  the	  absolute	  loss	  of	  his	  relationship	  with	  his	  
mother.	  	  
Krafft-­‐Ebing	  maintains	  that	  ‘emotional	  and	  optical	  impressions	  combine	  
an	  area	  so	  deeply	  embedded	  in	  the	  mind	  that	  a	  recurring	  sensation	  awakens	  the	  
visual	  memory	  and	  causes	  renewed	  sexual	  excitement’	  ([1965],	  2011,	  p.	  11).	  	  
During	  the	  time	  when	  Faraday	  is	  roaming	  in	  Hundreds	  Hall	  as	  a	  child,	  he	  takes	  
away	  a	  souvenir	  in	  the	  form	  of	  an	  acorn	  he	  ‘works’	  free	  from	  the	  wall.	  	  When	  
Faraday	  feels	  the	  plaster	  acorn	  in	  his	  pocket	  he	  says	  that	  ‘I	  felt…a	  sort	  of	  sick	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excitement’	  (2009,	  p.	  3).	  	  Krafft-­‐Ebing	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  holding	  objects	  that	  
belong	  to	  a	  greater	  fetishised	  narrative	  have	  the	  potential	  to	  evoke	  ‘feelings	  of	  
delight	  and	  even	  ecstasy’	  ([1965],	  2011,	  p.	  11).	  	  	  In	  this	  case,	  Faraday	  feels	  a	  sense	  
of	  ‘excitement’	  simultaneously	  when	  he	  is	  feeling	  aroused	  or	  ‘thrilled’	  in	  the	  
presence	  of	  Hundreds	  Hall.	  	  The	  ‘sickness’	  that	  accompanies	  these	  feelings	  
signifies	  the	  intrusive	  nature	  of	  these	  feelings	  and	  is	  an	  affect	  that	  Waters	  links	  to	  
the	  broader	  themes	  of	  the	  gothic	  in	  this	  novel.	  	  Waters	  uses	  these	  opening	  
passages	  to	  set	  the	  context	  for	  the	  ghostly	  tale	  that	  follows,	  while	  at	  the	  same	  
time	  unsettling	  her	  reader’s	  expectations	  with	  an	  alternative	  narrative	  
perspective.	  	  	  
If	  Waters’	  departure	  from	  her	  usual	  female	  narrator	  voices	  challenges	  the	  
readers	  of	  The	  Little	  Stranger,	  then	  changes	  to	  her	  subject	  matter	  achieve	  a	  
similar	  effect.	  	  	  During	  the	  interview	  for	  this	  thesis	  Waters	  states	  that,	  as	  a	  lesbian	  
writer,	  she	  takes	  every	  opportunity	  to	  engage	  with	  lesbian	  issues.	  	  As	  she	  says	  ‘I	  
tend	  to	  overstate	  the	  lesbian	  tag…	  if	  only	  because	  I	  have	  this	  naïve	  political	  faith	  
that	  you	  simply	  can’t	  say	  the	  word	  too	  many	  times’	  (2010).	  	  Therefore,	  to	  present	  
a	  gothic	  tale	  that	  is	  narrated	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  a	  male	  and	  without	  any	  
discernible	  lesbian	  figure	  in	  the	  book	  is	  a	  notable	  deviation	  from	  her	  usual	  form.	  	  
The	  novel,	  for	  instance,	  does	  not	  necessarily	  invite	  a	  ‘lesbian-­‐tagged’	  reading.	  	  In	  
The	  Little	  Stranger,	  Waters	  replaces	  her	  familiar	  stories	  of	  female	  sexual	  
awakening	  with	  a	  tale	  that	  is	  narrated	  by	  a	  doctor	  who	  desires	  convention	  above	  
all	  things.	  	  Faraday’s	  socially	  aware	  and	  uptight	  nature	  appears	  to	  share	  little	  in	  
common	  with	  Waters’	  other	  novels,	  which	  are	  open	  and	  explicit	  in	  their	  
expressions	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  throughout.	  	  In	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  Nancy’s	  first	  
lesbian	  encounter	  is	  noted	  for	  its	  youthful	  eagerness	  to	  please.	  	  Describing	  her	  
first	  intimate	  moments	  with	  Kitty	  Butler,	  she	  says	  ‘[t]here	  seemed	  no	  motion,	  no	  
rhythm,	  in	  all	  the	  world,	  but	  that	  which	  I	  had	  set	  up,	  between	  her	  legs,	  with	  one	  
wet	  fingertip’	  (1998,	  p.	  105).	  	  In	  contrast	  the	  ‘violent…tussle’	  that	  ensues	  between	  
Caroline	  and	  Faraday	  during	  their	  first	  and	  only	  attempted	  sexual	  encounter	  in	  
his	  car	  leaves	  her	  ‘feeling	  dead’	  to	  his	  hand	  (2009,	  p.	  277).	  	  Similarly	  in	  The	  Night	  
Watch	  sexual	  desire	  is	  couched	  in	  tenderness	  as	  Kay	  remembers	  the	  geography	  of	  
Helen’s	  body	  with	  feelings	  of	  delight	  and	  warmth	  as	  she	  recounts	  she	  felt	  
‘enchanted…by	  the	  lovely	  swell	  and	  spring	  of	  it’	  (2006,	  p.	  243).	  	  Yet	  Faraday’s	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recollections	  of	  Caroline’s	  body	  fill	  him	  with	  revulsion,	  as	  he	  says	  ‘the	  feeling	  
stirred	  something	  else	  in	  me,	  some	  dark	  current	  unease,	  almost	  distaste…It	  was	  
as	  if	  what	  pulled	  me	  to	  her	  also	  repelled	  me’	  (2009,	  p.	  275).	  	  	  	  
Readers	  familiar	  with	  Waters’	  oeuvre	  may	  feel	  a	  sense	  of	  dis-­ease,	  an	  
anxiety	  at	  the	  prospect	  of	  sustaining	  a	  heterosexual	  plot	  line	  when,	  in	  fact,	  they	  
are	  more	  used	  to	  reading	  a	  lesbian-­‐based	  text.	  	  Indeed,	  Waters	  has	  stated	  in	  
conversation	  that	  fans	  have	  found	  the	  lack	  of	  lesbian	  themes	  in	  The	  Little	  
Stranger	  troubling,	  as	  she	  says	  they	  go	  ‘hunting’	  for	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  (2009).	  	  
Though	  perhaps	  an	  obvious	  observation	  to	  make	  in	  the	  first	  instance,	  
nevertheless,	  this	  paradigm	  shift	  in	  her	  subject	  matter	  is	  an	  important	  one	  to	  note,	  
because	  it	  prompts	  an	  investigation	  into	  questions	  of	  how	  the	  queer	  self	  and	  the	  
queer	  text	  relate	  to	  ideas	  of	  queerness.	  	  In	  relation	  to	  this,	  Gilles	  Deleuze	  and	  Félix	  
Guattari	  examine	  the	  relationship	  of	  the	  writer	  to	  their	  writing	  in	  their	  
observations	  in	  Kafka:	  Towards	  a	  Minor	  Literature	  (2003).	  	  Minor	  literature	  is	  the	  
establishment	  of	  minority	  within	  a	  majority.	  	  Its	  voice,	  they	  say,	  is	  tightly	  packed	  
and	  ‘immediately	  political’	  (2003,	  p.	  16).	  	  Minor	  literatures	  are	  always	  on	  the	  
move,	  ‘vibrating’	  with	  the	  stories	  of	  others	  and,	  in	  so	  doing	  they	  take	  on	  a	  
‘collective	  value’	  (ibid,	  p.	  17).	  	  Of	  this	  Deleuze	  and	  Guattari	  say:	  
Minor	  literature…;	  its	  cramped	  space	  forces	  each	  individual	  intrigue	  to	  
connect	  immediately	  to	  politics.	  	  The	  individual	  concern	  thus	  becomes	  all	  
the	  more	  necessary,	  indispensable,	  magnified,	  because	  a	  whole	  other	  story	  
is	  vibrating	  within	  it.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  the	  family	  triangle	  connects	  to	  other	  
triangles-­‐	  commercial,	  economic	  bureaucratic,	  juridical-­‐	  that	  determine	  its	  
values	  (ibid,	  p.	  17).	  	  	  
The	  value	  of	  minor	  literature	  is	  ‘determined’	  by	  its	  ability	  to	  make	  ‘connections.’	  	  
Identified	  here	  in	  the	  way	  that	  the	  conventional	  ‘family	  triangle	  connects	  to	  other	  
triangles,’	  minor	  literature	  can	  be	  understood	  as	  a	  literature	  that	  connects	  to	  the	  
person,	  and	  uses	  language	  to	  engage	  with	  or	  queer	  the	  dominant	  language	  in	  
order	  to	  challenge	  and	  critique	  it.	  	  	  Deleuze	  and	  Guattari	  call	  this	  
‘deterritorialization’	  (ibid,	  p.	  18).	  	  In	  other	  words,	  minor	  literature	  can	  be	  seen	  as	  
a	  form	  of	  re-­‐appropriation,	  as	  Deleuze	  and	  Guattari	  say	  literature	  ‘ceases	  to	  be	  
the	  organ	  of	  one	  of	  the	  senses,	  it	  becomes	  an	  instrument	  of	  Sense’	  (ibid,	  p.	  20).	  	  
This	  is	  known	  as	  ‘reterritorializing’	  (ibid,	  p.	  20).	  	  The	  qualities	  of	  minor	  literature	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then	  are	  useful	  when	  considering	  Waters’	  work.	  	  This	  is	  because	  they	  directly	  
‘connect’	  Waters	  to	  her	  writing,	  in	  ways	  that	  consider	  her	  as	  a	  public	  figure	  with	  
her	  political	  ideals	  and	  associate	  them	  with	  her	  private	  (queer)	  self.	  	  Taken	  
together	  Waters	  is	  ‘connected’	  in	  order	  to	  present	  a	  whole	  corpus	  of	  work.	  	  
Waters’	  sexuality,	  politics	  and	  profession	  as	  writer	  are	  not	  seen	  separate	  as	  forms	  
of	  minor	  literature,	  but	  rather	  they	  become	  a	  ‘value’	  that	  can	  be	  said	  to	  ‘vibrate’	  
with	  ‘whole	  other	  stories’	  and	  as	  such,	  her	  tag	  as	  lesbian	  writer	  becomes	  very	  
effective	  (ibid,	  p.	  17).	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Waters’	  gothic	  tale	  about	  a	  heterosexual	  
man	  is	  queered	  on	  many	  different	  levels,	  because	  she	  reterritorializes	  the	  
dominance	  of	  the	  heteronormative	  from	  the	  position	  of	  being	  a	  lesbian	  writer.	  	  	  
Hughes	  and	  Smith	  maintain	  a	  stance	  that	  to	  be	  queer	  is	  to	  embody	  the	  
qualities	  of	  difference.	  	  They	  say	  that	  ‘to	  be	  queer,	  when	  taken	  outside	  of	  the	  
sexual	  connotation	  of	  that	  term,	  is	  to	  be	  different’	  (2009,	  p.	  3).	  	  Here,	  Hughes	  and	  
Smith’s	  notion	  of	  ‘queer’	  is	  re-­‐appropriated	  in	  a	  way	  that	  is	  similar	  to	  that	  of	  
Deleuze	  and	  Guattari’s	  ideas	  of	  minor	  language	  in	  that	  they	  argue	  that	  the	  re-­‐
appropriation	  of	  certain	  everyday	  words	  is	  one	  way	  to	  intervene	  in	  the	  dominant	  
language.	  	  Thus	  the	  notion	  of	  queer	  becomes	  emptied	  of	  its	  convention	  and	  
becomes	  a	  site	  of	  inventiveness	  (queerness).	  	  In	  these	  terms,	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  
mirror	  their	  ideas	  in	  the	  way	  that	  they	  suggest	  queerness	  can	  be	  expressed	  in	  
other	  ways	  that	  are	  beyond	  sexuality.	  	  Queerness,	  in	  this	  regard,	  is	  born	  of	  the	  
senses	  and	  is	  not	  one	  of	  the	  senses,	  they	  say:	   	  
queerness,	  in	  this	  sense,	  is	  a	  quality	  which	  may	  be	  said	  to	  inflect	  a	  sense	  of
	   difference	  not	  confined	  simply	  to	  sexual	  behaviour	  but	  which	  may	  equally
	   inform	  a	  systematic	  stylistic	  deviance	  from	  perceived	  norms	  in	  personal
	   style	  or	  artistic	  preference	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  
In	  this	  regard,	  to	  be	  ‘queer’	  can	  be	  a	  site	  of	  liberation	  and	  intervention	  as	  a	  choice	  
of	  ‘informed	  systematic	  stylistic	  deviance’	  that	  resists	  convention.	  	  Waters’	  
relationship	  to	  her	  work	  has	  been	  shown	  to	  function	  in	  terms	  of	  a	  minor	  language,	  
as	  understood	  in	  the	  terms	  of	  Deleuze	  and	  Guattari.	  	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  make	  the	  
point	  that	  queerness	  can	  also	  be	  found	  in	  a	  divergence	  of	  ‘personal	  style	  and	  
artistic	  preference.’	  As	  such,	  by	  this	  definition	  Waters’	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  appears	  
queer,	  because	  it	  is	  a	  book	  whose	  focus	  is	  upon	  a	  heteronormative,	  social	  misfit.	  	  	  
Faraday	  attempts	  to	  gain	  social	  and	  personal	  acceptance	  from	  the	  company	  of	  the	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Ayres	  family,	  who	  are	  themselves	  equally	  out	  of	  step	  with	  the	  changing	  times	  of	  
society.	  	  In	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  Waters	  presents	  a	  fictional	  gaze	  on	  the	  concept	  of	  
the	  outsider	  from	  within	  a	  dominant,	  hegemonic	  structure	  and,	  in	  a	  way	  this	  is	  
not	  unlike	  the	  positioning	  of	  lesbian	  literature	  within	  the	  mainstream.	  	  In	  this	  
way,	  although	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  is	  appreciated	  by	  Waters’	  gay	  fan	  base,	  its	  
appeal	  is	  much	  broader	  and	  exceeds	  the	  limits	  of	  the	  homosexual	  content	  of	  her	  
other	  books.	  	  As	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  suggest,	  ‘queer	  is,	  in	  this	  respect,	  a	  matter	  of	  
both	  setting	  oneself	  aside	  (personally	  or	  artistically)	  as	  different,	  and	  reflecting	  
upon	  that	  process	  by	  a	  textuality	  that	  may	  lie	  at	  any	  point	  between	  camp	  parody	  
ad	  confrontational	  acerbity’	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  Chapter	  two	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters	  has	  
a	  self-­‐awareness	  to	  her	  writing,	  in	  the	  way	  that	  she	  attempts	  to	  ‘normalise’	  female	  
same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  ways	  that	  are	  different	  to	  other	  Sapphic	  models	  of	  
representation.	  	  Meanwhile	  chapter	  one	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  writing	  exceeds	  
the	  textual	  borders	  of	  meaning	  making	  through	  ideas	  of	  a	  governing	  
consciousness.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  Waters	  houses	  an	  internal	  voice	  that	  is	  marginalised,	  
while	  simultaneously	  engaging	  an	  inter-­‐related	  form	  of	  expression	  that	  she	  emits	  
as	  a	  mainstream	  writer.	  	  Thus,	  Waters’	  lesbian	  fiction	  occupies	  the	  textual	  space	  
that	  has	  traditionally	  denied	  access	  to	  stories	  of	  working–class	  women	  who	  love	  
other	  women	  and	  ‘vibrates’	  from	  within	  the	  dominant	  in	  order	  to	  intervene	  in	  its	  
rejection.	  	  Given	  this	  already	  queered	  writing	  stance	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  
artistically	  rotates	  the	  queer	  trajectory	  of	  Waters’	  writing	  one	  revolution	  further,	  
because	  she	  assumes	  the	  narrative	  space	  of	  a	  man	  and	  thus	  expands	  the	  borders	  
of	  interpretation	  further.	  Chapter	  five	  will	  further	  add	  to	  these	  ideas	  of	  ‘vibrant	  
disruptions’	  through	  an	  exploration	  of	  the	  ways	  meanings	  can	  be	  amplified.	  	  
	  	   As	  a	  piece	  of	  fiction	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  is	  a	  text	  that	  ‘deviates’	  and	  
digresses	  from	  Waters’	  ‘norms	  in	  personal	  style’	  and	  her	  ‘artistic	  preference.’	  	  
When	  asked	  during	  the	  interview	  for	  this	  thesis	  how	  she	  felt	  about	  writing	  the	  
story	  of	  a	  male	  protagonist,	  Waters	  expressed	  an	  anxiety	  ‘stating	  that	  she	  felt	  it	  
was	  going	  to	  be	  a	  big	  concern’	  (2010).	  	  She	  goes	  on	  further	  stating	  that	  she	  was	  
‘conscious	  that	  there	  should	  be	  a	  difference	  between	  his	  narration	  and	  a	  style	  that	  
might	  come	  more	  naturally	  to	  me	  as	  a	  woman’	  (ibid).	  	  From	  these	  comments	  it	  is	  
evident	  that	  Waters	  deployed	  a	  self-­‐reflexive	  eye	  when	  writing	  this	  book	  and	  
developed,	  as	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  suggest,	  a	  reflection	  upon	  queerness	  through	  the	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process	  of	  ‘textuality.’	  	  This	  is	  because	  Waters’	  position	  as	  a	  female	  and	  as	  a	  
lesbian	  meant	  that	  her	  endeavours	  to	  get	  the	  male	  voice	  right	  are	  seen	  as	  	  
‘conscious’	  interventions.	  	  Referring	  back	  to	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  again,	  they	  
maintain	  that	  ‘queer,	  like	  Gothic…is	  both	  performance	  and	  style’	  (2009,	  p.	  3).	  	  
That	  is	  to	  say	  that	  Waters	  deliberately	  opens	  up	  a	  creative	  chasm	  between	  her	  
personal	  gynocentric	  style,	  and	  her	  artistic	  preference	  in	  order	  to	  explore	  the	  
privileges	  that	  accompany	  a	  male	  perspective.	  	  Moreover,	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  
signal	  that	  these	  queer	  connections	  can	  become	  a	  ‘catalyst	  for	  liberation’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
3).	  	  They	  say,	  ‘the	  two	  states	  (the	  normative	  and	  the	  non-­‐normative)	  exist	  in	  
reciprocal	  tension.	  	  If	  the	  queer	  is	  to	  be	  regarded	  as	  the	  abjected	  demon	  of	  the	  
non-­‐queer,	  then	  the	  reverse	  may	  also	  apply’	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  
conventional	  subject	  matter	  of	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  is	  subsumed	  by	  the	  queerness	  
of	  the	  text	  and	  by	  a	  literary	  process	  of	  ‘reciprocal	  tension’	  it	  becomes	  queered.	  
Observing	  Deleuze	  and	  Guattari	  once	  more,	  Waters	  ‘reterritorializes’	  the	  
hegemonic	  through	  the	  minor	  in	  order	  to	  exceed	  the	  threshold	  of	  normativity.	  	  
Judith	  Butler’s	  criticism	  in	  the	  area	  of	  performance	  and	  performativity	  
highlights	  alternative	  ways	  of	  understanding	  the	  ‘reciprocal	  tensions’	  of	  the	  
normative	  and	  the	  non-­‐normative:	  the	  non-­‐queer	  and	  the	  queer.	  	  On	  the	  one	  hand,	  
performance	  is	  the	  unconscious	  continuance	  of	  the	  role	  society	  has	  allotted	  the	  
individual,	  in	  terms	  of	  fulfilling	  stereotypes	  and	  stereotypical	  behaviour.	  	  
Performativity,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  is	  a	  conscious	  response	  to	  the	  state	  of	  
performance	  which,	  when	  elicited,	  produces	  what	  can	  be	  deemed	  examples	  of	  
excess.	  	  This	  new	  site	  of	  excess	  enables	  others	  to	  re-­‐interpret	  the	  assigned	  role	  
being	  explored	  and	  forge	  new	  meanings.	  	  As	  such,	  Waters	  ‘performs’	  her	  
authorial	  role	  in	  order	  to	  create	  the	  spaces	  in	  which	  to	  see	  things	  anew.	  	  It	  is	  
precisely	  because	  of	  this	  aspiration	  towards	  difference	  that	  the	  notion	  of	  
performativity	  shares	  the	  same	  qualities	  of	  queerness	  that	  are	  being	  put	  forward	  
here.	  	  As	  Butler	  states	  in	  her	  essay	  ‘Critically	  Queer’	  (1993)	  to	  be	  performative	  is	  
to	  remain	  ‘in	  the	  present,	  never	  fully	  owned,	  but	  always	  and	  only	  redeployed,	  
twisted,	  queered	  from	  a	  prior	  usage’	  (1993,	  p.	  19).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  queered	  self	  
or	  the	  queered	  text	  exceeds	  the	  hegemonic	  borders	  of	  society,	  because	  neither	  can	  
be	  repeated.	  	  They	  are	  in	  essence,	  textual	  echoes	  of	  each	  other	  only,	  ‘never	  fully	  
owned.’	  	  Thus	  the	  distance	  between	  the	  lived	  experiences	  of	  lesbians	  with	  that	  of	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the	  heteronormative	  is	  undermined	  by	  the	  effect	  of	  Waters’	  performative	  choices.	  	  
Her	  reputation	  as	  a	  writer	  of	  lesbian	  fiction	  is	  queered	  by	  the	  effect	  of	  her	  stylistic	  
choice	  to	  narrate	  a	  story	  through	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  male	  Faraday.	  This	  injects	  The	  
Little	  Stranger	  with	  a	  new	  creative	  dimension	  that	  has	  not	  been	  seen	  in	  her	  other	  
writing.	  	  Where	  typically	  the	  sexually	  queer	  and	  the	  sexually	  non-­‐queer	  occupy	  
the	  same	  tense	  space	  within	  the	  normative,	  Waters	  evokes	  a	  queerness	  of	  
difference	  in	  order	  to	  reject,	  refute	  and	  reshape	  moral	  attitudes.	  	  Indeed,	  in	  
contrast	  to	  the	  other	  romantic	  tales	  Waters	  tells	  in	  her	  earlier	  books,	  Dr	  Faraday’s	  
attempts	  at	  romance	  are	  the	  ones	  that	  seem	  unnatural	  and	  ‘inflected.’	  	  Take	  for	  
instance	  Dr	  Faraday’s	  early	  attempts	  to	  court	  Caroline.	  	  Driven	  on	  by	  the	  prospect	  
that	  Mrs.	  Ayres	  has	  misunderstood	  the	  intensity	  of	  his	  friendship	  with	  Caroline,	  
Dr	  Faraday	  tries	  to	  ‘put	  it	  [relationship	  status]	  well	  beyond	  question	  or	  doubt’	  
(2009,	  p.	  291).	  	  As	  he	  takes	  a	  step	  onto	  the	  stairs	  to	  approach	  Caroline	  she	  recoils	  
‘in	  alarm’	  back	  into	  the	  shadow	  from	  where	  she	  was	  hidden’	  (ibid,	  p.	  291).	  	  
Rebuffing	  Faraday’s	  suggestion	  that	  they	  might	  ‘elope,’	  her	  voice	  is	  described	  as	  
‘low	  but	  level’	  (ibid,	  p.	  291).	  	  This	  aspect	  of	  vocal	  control	  replicates	  masculine	  
restraint	  and	  concession,	  which	  is	  underscored	  by	  her	  position	  above	  Faraday	  on	  
the	  stairs,	  which	  is	  naturally	  elevating	  and	  thus	  hierarchical.	  	  The	  ‘shadows’	  
further	  enable	  Caroline	  to	  exercise	  command	  of	  the	  situation,	  as	  she	  chooses	  
what	  is	  revealed	  and	  what	  is	  concealed.	  	  In	  contrast,	  Faraday’s	  ‘defeated’	  tone	  in	  
response	  to	  Caroline’s	  put	  down,	  is	  compromised	  by	  the	  ‘pink	  and	  liver-­‐coloured	  
marble	  floor’	  he	  steps	  back	  onto	  (ibid,	  p	  291).	  	  ‘Pink’	  and	  ‘liver’	  are	  not	  the	  
colours	  of	  romance	  or	  love,	  or	  of	  their	  disappointments.	  	  Rather	  they	  are	  
themselves	  shades	  of	  colour,	  ‘pink’	  instead	  of	  lovers’	  red	  and	  ‘liver’	  in	  place	  of	  a	  
passionate	  heart.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Faraday’s	  ardour	  appears	  perfunctory	  and	  is	  
emasculated	  by	  the	  insipidness	  of	  the	  colour	  and	  image.	  	  The	  stark	  contrast	  of	  
tone	  and	  shade	  expose	  a	  conflicted	  side	  to	  Faraday,	  who	  finds	  fulfilling	  his	  
assigned	  role	  as	  male	  suitor	  awkward.	  	  His	  gauche	  attempts	  with	  Caroline	  allow	  
Waters	  to	  introduce	  a	  broader	  notion	  of	  dis-­ease	  into	  Hundreds	  Hall,	  whereby	  one	  
might	  argue	  that	  the	  dominance	  of	  patriarchy	  is	  no	  longer	  seen	  as	  standardized.	  	  
Here,	  Waters	  inverts	  the	  roles	  of	  gender	  and	  through	  the	  affect	  of	  performativity,	  
removes	  privilege.	  	  As	  Butler	  says,	  nothing	  is	  ever	  ‘fully	  owned’	  (ibid,	  p.	  19).	  	  Thus	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Dr	  Faraday’s	  presence	  in	  the	  Hall	  is	  an	  unsettling	  one	  for	  the	  story,	  the	  characters	  
and	  also	  the	  reader.	  	  
Faraday’s	  character	  in	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  is	  the	  one	  that	  gains	  least	  
sympathy	  from	  the	  reader.	  	  He	  is	  a	  social	  climber	  who	  chillingly	  and	  rationally	  
removes	  every	  obstacle	  in	  his	  way	  in	  order	  to	  achieve	  the	  keys	  to	  Hundreds	  Hall,	  
the	  property	  he	  most	  coverts.	  	  Yet,	  if	  his	  actions	  are	  interpreted	  through	  this	  
developing	  framework	  of	  queerness	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  see	  how	  the	  pressure	  to	  live	  
up	  to	  the	  expectations	  of	  being	  a	  male	  within	  Western	  society	  can	  have	  a	  
corrupting	  effect.	  	  Sent	  away	  to	  Leamington	  College	  by	  his	  parents	  it	  was	  there	  
that	  he	  became	  ‘busy	  with	  bitter	  little	  battles’	  (2009,	  p.	  4).	  	  These	  ‘battles’	  one	  
may	  presume	  have	  a	  connection	  with	  growing	  up.	  	  Faraday	  states	  that	  his	  ‘mother	  
died	  when	  he	  was	  fifteen	  years	  old’	  and	  his	  father	  ‘lived	  long	  enough	  to	  see	  me	  
graduate’	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  The	  stark	  juxtaposition	  of	  ‘death’	  and	  ‘life’	  distilled	  in	  the	  
way	  that	  Faraday	  recollects	  his	  childhood	  conveys	  a	  sense	  of	  coldness	  and	  
disappointment.	  	  This	  is	  further	  emphasised	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  Faraday’s	  mother	  
was	  unsuccessful	  in	  carrying	  her	  other	  pregnancies	  to	  full	  term.	  	  He	  says	  ‘she	  had	  
had	  miscarriage	  after	  miscarriage,	  it	  turned	  out,	  all	  throughout	  my	  childhood	  and	  
the	  last	  one	  killed	  her’	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  Within	  the	  construction	  of	  this	  sentence	  the	  
character	  of	  Faraday	  is	  placed	  in	  the	  middle,	  with	  reference	  to	  miscarriages	  on	  
either	  side.	  	  On	  the	  one	  hand,	  this	  narrative	  device	  lays	  down	  the	  context	  for	  
Faraday’s	  apparently	  dispassionate	  relationships	  with	  people,	  compared	  for	  
example	  with	  the	  emotional	  way	  he	  is	  ‘appalled’	  at	  the	  sight	  of	  Hundreds	  Hall’s	  
deterioration.	  	  In	  this,	  Waters	  is	  drawing	  attention	  to	  the	  way	  that	  Faraday’s	  
parents	  were	  never	  satisfied	  with	  him	  as	  their	  only	  child.	  	  It	  is	  as	  if	  he	  is	  the	  
inimical	  other	  within	  the	  family,	  whom	  the	  parents	  are	  at	  constant	  odds	  to	  
improve.	  	  	  
Yet	  perhaps	  more	  inventively,	  Waters	  is	  drawing	  attention	  to	  Faraday’s	  
position	  within	  a	  normative	  structure,	  one	  that	  she	  replicates	  when	  he	  is	  installed	  
within	  the	  Ayres	  family	  group.	  	  Placed	  within	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  family	  as	  a	  seat	  of	  
respectability	  and	  moral	  authority,	  Faraday	  is	  exposed	  as	  a	  misfit.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  he	  
is	  a	  symbolic	  representation	  of	  the	  power	  of	  minority	  within	  the	  majority	  which	  
Deleuze,	  Guattari	  et	  al	  speak	  of.	  	  Faraday’s	  character	  enables	  Waters	  to	  ‘vibrate	  
with	  a	  new	  intensity’	  ideas	  to	  do	  with	  identity,	  whereby	  she	  suggests	  that	  the	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debates	  around	  gender	  can	  be	  extended	  to	  include	  men	  as	  well	  (2003,	  p.	  19).	  	  
This	  is	  an	  example	  of	  the	  ‘glory	  of	  minor	  literature’	  that	  Deleuze	  and	  Guattari	  see	  
as	  a	  ‘revolutionary	  force’	  (ibid,	  p.	  19).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Faraday’s	  subjective	  
responses	  to	  the	  way	  he	  remembers	  his	  childhood	  mirror	  the	  feelings	  of	  
exclusion	  to	  which	  lesbians	  have	  traditionally	  been	  subjected	  by	  society.	  	  
	  
Queer	  Class,	  Queer	  Ghosts	  and	  the	  Uncanny	  
Waters	  has	  always	  been	  known	  as	  a	  lesbian	  writer	  and	  this	  thesis	  has	  consistently	  
examined	  her	  willingness	  to	  evoke	  the	  tag	  as	  much	  as	  possible.	  	  This	  connection	  
between	  her	  sense	  of	  self	  and	  the	  gothic	  tendencies	  in	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  is	  
relevant	  because	  it	  further	  exemplifies	  the	  existence	  of	  the	  unorthodox	  and	  the	  
transgressive	  within	  the	  normative.	  	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  say	  that	  the	  ‘queer	  thing	  
about	  Gothic	  is	  that	  it	  refuses	  to	  be	  exclusively	  queer	  in	  a	  sexual	  sense’	  (2009,	  p.4).	  	  
This	  is	  quite	  true.	  	  As	  has	  already	  been	  proposed,	  Waters’	  lesbianism	  is	  only	  one	  
way	  of	  extending	  and	  articulating	  the	  notion	  of	  queerness	  in	  the	  text,	  as	  it	  refuses	  to	  
be	  defined	  by	  sexuality	  alone.	  	  Her	  queer	  self	  in	  and	  of	  itself	  does	  not	  make	  the	  
necessary	  connections	  which	  invent	  new	  ways	  of	  seeing	  and	  being.	  	  In	  this	  way	  the	  
‘sexual	  sense’	  of	  queerness	  is	  only	  one	  of	  the	  many	  ‘parallel	  identities	  in	  an	  
underworld	  of	  heterodoxy’	  according	  to	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  	  However,	  
though	  Waters’	  queer	  self	  is	  only	  one	  of	  the	  ‘parallel	  identities,’	  nevertheless	  it	  
does	  provide	  what	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  call	  a	  ‘sexual	  origin	  as	  a	  theoretical	  and	  
critical	  term’	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).i	  	  Being	  known	  by	  a	  queer	  identity	  allows	  Waters	  to	  access	  
other	  queer,	  antiheteronormative	  practices.	  	  This	  is	  because	  the	  lesbian	  tag	  forms	  
part	  of	  an	  established	  ‘community’	  which,	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  suggest,	  acts	  as	  a	  
vehicle	  through	  which	  ‘difference	  of	  all	  kinds	  might	  conveniently	  be	  mobilised	  
(ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  This	  ‘community’	  is	  made	  up	  of	  others	  who	  identify	  with	  her	  tag.	  	  In	  
this	  regard,	  the	  relationship	  between	  Waters’	  queer	  self	  and	  her	  heteronormative	  
protagonist	  and	  story	  line	  demonstrates	  a	  relationship	  between	  the	  marginal	  and	  
the	  mainstream	  that	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  create	  alternative	  readings.	  	  	  Hughes	  and	  
Smith	  suggest	  that	  the	  connection	  of	  the	  queer	  to	  the	  Gothic	  has	  revolutionary	  
capabilities	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  presents	  a	  return	  to	  the	  margins	  of	  experimentation.	  	  
They	  say	  that	  queering	  the	  gothic	  will	  ‘push	  the	  genre…away	  from	  the	  comfortable	  
centre	  and	  back	  towards	  the	  uneasy	  margins	  of	  transgression	  and	  experimentation	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–	  a	  place	  it	  undoubtedly	  belongs’	  (Hughes	  and	  Smith,	  ibid,	  p.	  5).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  
beginning	  a	  process	  of	  ‘renewal’	  from	  a	  queer	  sexed	  position	  invites	  a	  queer	  eye	  
from	  the	  start.	  	  
	   The	  queerness	  of	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  then	  enables	  alternative	  readings	  of	  
accepted	  practices	  of	  normativity	  and	  Faraday’s	  nostalgic	  yearning	  for	  the	  past	  can	  
be	  read	  as	  a	  way	  to	  critique	  the	  notion	  of	  Empire	  and	  the	  British	  class	  system.	  	  On	  
the	  surface	  Faraday’s	  sex	  offers	  him	  all	  the	  privileges	  of	  society	  and	  his	  medical	  
profession	  as	  a	  doctor	  elevates	  him	  above	  the	  lower	  classed	  position	  he	  was	  born	  
into,	  as	  readers	  are	  told	  Faraday’s	  mother	  had	  ‘friends	  among	  the	  servants’	  at	  
Hundreds	  Hall	  (2009,	  p.	  2).	  Yet,	  despite	  these	  social	  advantages	  Faraday	  is	  not	  
someone	  who	  is	  accepted	  by	  the	  landed	  gentry	  class	  that	  the	  Ayres	  represent.	  	  For	  
example,	  Mrs	  Ayres	  is	  conscious	  of	  appearances	  in	  front	  of	  Faraday	  stating,	  ‘“Why,	  
Doctor,	  you	  keep	  us	  on	  our	  toes!”…	  “I	  shouldn’t	  have	  dressed	  so	  weekday-­‐ishly	  if	  I	  
had	  known	  you	  were	  coming’	  (ibid,	  p.	  174).	  	  His	  arrival	  catches	  the	  Ayres	  family	  off	  
guard	  and	  Mrs	  Ayres	  is	  described	  as	  having	  ‘a	  ringless	  hand’	  (ibid,	  p.	  174).	  	  In	  these	  
terms	  Faraday	  exposes	  a	  façade	  within	  ideas	  of	  class,	  whereby	  status	  and	  money	  
are	  naturally	  connected.	  	  Mrs	  Ayres’	  description	  of	  ‘weekday-­‐ish’	  attire	  can	  be	  read	  
as	  a	  patronising	  comparison	  with	  people	  who	  work	  for	  a	  living,	  yet	  her	  undressed	  
fingers	  undermine	  any	  sense	  the	  reader	  might	  have	  that	  the	  Ayres	  are	  any	  longer	  
able	  to	  afford	  their	  classed	  position.	  	  Here,	  Waters	  uses	  Faraday	  as	  a	  way	  of	  
entering	  the	  debates	  around	  class	  in	  order	  to	  suggest	  that	  they	  are	  as	  unstable	  as	  
those	  that	  have	  been	  previously	  discussed	  in	  regards	  to	  gender.	  	  
	   Waters	  plays	  on	  the	  family	  name	  of	  Ayres	  to	  highlight	  that	  they	  are	  the	  
rightful	  heirs	  of	  an	  outdated	  way	  of	  life.	  	  Roderick	  Ayres	  is	  the	  incumbent	  heir	  to	  
the	  family	  estate	  and	  is	  responsible	  for	  the	  running	  of	  Hundreds	  Hall.	  	  Early	  on	  in	  
the	  book	  his	  relationship	  with	  Faraday	  is	  as	  a	  patient	  recovering	  from	  his	  
experiences	  in	  the	  war.	  	  However,	  Faraday’s	  constant	  visits	  to	  the	  Hall,	  because	  of	  
his	  attachment,	  soon	  become	  irksome	  to	  Roderick	  who	  cries	  out	  	  ‘“All	  that’s	  making	  
me	  ill	  is	  you	  and	  your	  prying!	  If	  you’d	  let	  me	  alone,	  if	  you’d	  just	  let	  all	  of	  us	  
alone”’(ibid,	  p.	  181).	  	  The	  emphasis	  here	  is	  on	  the	  word	  ‘prying’	  and	  suggests	  that	  
Faraday	  is	  seen	  by	  Roderick	  as	  an	  interferer,	  as	  someone	  who	  is	  unwelcome	  
around	  the	  Hall.	  	  Roderick	  is	  known	  locally	  as	  the	  ‘gentleman	  farmer’	  and	  therefore	  
the	  fact	  that	  Faraday	  is	  seen	  as	  a	  visitor	  to	  Hundreds	  Hall	  without	  legitimacy	  is	  a	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social	  put	  down	  (ibid,	  p.	  184).	  	  As	  such,	  the	  building	  tension	  between	  Roderick	  and	  
Faraday	  brings	  about	  a	  turning	  point	  in	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  represents	  the	  
respectability	  of	  a	  ruling	  class	  system	  that	  is	  undemocratically	  passed	  down	  from	  
one	  generation	  to	  another.	  	  With	  an	  invitation	  to	  dinner,	  Faraday	  walks	  in	  on	  the	  
family	  huddled	  around	  the	  hearth	  fire.	  	  He	  says:	  
I	  went	  along	  the	  marbled-­‐floored	  passage	  and	  found	  the	  family	  gathered	  in	  
the	  little	  parlour,	  their	  chairs	  drawn	  right	  up	  to	  the	  hearth	  in	  their	  efforts	  to	  
keep	  warm,	  and	  their	  outfits	  eccentric-­‐Caroline	  with	  a	  short	  cape	  of	  balding	  
sealskin	  over	  her	  dress,	  Mrs	  Ayres	  in	  a	  stiff	  silk	  gown	  and	  an	  emerald	  
necklace	  and	  rings,	  with	  clashing	  Spanish	  and	  Indian	  shawls	  around	  her	  
shoulders	  and,	  on	  her	  head,	  her	  black	  mantilla;	  and	  Roderick	  with	  an	  
ointment-­‐coloured	  woollen	  waistcoat	  underneath	  his	  evening	  jacket,	  and	  a	  
pair	  of	  fingerless	  gloves	  on	  his	  hand	  (ibid,	  p.	  186).	  	  
Faraday’s	  description	  is	  uncompromising	  of	  the	  family	  he	  now	  calls	  ‘eccentric.’	  	  
Caroline’s	  ‘balding	  sealskin	  cape’	  reflects	  the	  slow	  death	  of	  their	  way	  of	  life.	  	  
Society	  is	  changing	  at	  this	  time	  and	  the	  family	  are	  under	  a	  constant	  threat	  from	  the	  
new	  money	  of	  land	  developers.	  	  Similarly,	  Mrs	  Ayres	  is	  clad	  in	  ‘Spanish	  and	  Indian	  
shawls,’	  which	  represent	  a	  colonial	  past	  that	  is	  mourned,	  as	  her	  ‘black	  mantilla’	  
headdress	  would	  attest.	  	  The	  ghastly	  tint	  of	  Roderick’s	  ‘ointment’	  coloured	  
waistcoat	  is	  indicative	  of	  a	  man	  who	  is	  a	  shade	  of	  his	  father’s	  former	  power.	  	  Mr	  
Ayres	  senior	  was	  a	  Colonel	  in	  the	  British	  Army	  and,	  as	  such,	  he	  upholds	  the	  
reputation	  of	  the	  British	  Empire,	  one	  that	  the	  family	  are	  struggling	  to	  maintain.	  	  
Since	  his	  death	  the	  house	  and	  their	  way	  of	  life	  have	  been	  in	  decline.	  	  Presented	  
with	  this	  ‘outlandish’	  image	  of	  the	  Ayres,	  Faraday	  informs	  the	  reader	  that	  ‘“I	  
suppose	  I	  was	  seeing	  them	  all,	  as	  I’d	  seen	  the	  house,	  as	  a	  stranger	  might”’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
186).	  	  Here,	  their	  ‘outlandishness’	  is	  otherworldly.	  	  There	  is	  no	  sense	  that	  the	  view	  
given	  to	  the	  reader	  is	  natural	  and,	  as	  a	  consequence,	  the	  fresh	  eyes	  of	  the	  ‘stranger’	  
may	  well	  call	  into	  question	  the	  values	  that	  supported	  the	  Empire	  and	  its	  classed	  
way	  of	  life	  in	  the	  first	  place.	  	  Class	  systems	  operate	  on	  an	  assertion	  of	  normality.	  	  
Faraday’s	  perspective	  queers	  this	  point	  of	  view	  and	  challenges	  the	  reader	  to	  
reconsider	  the	  nostalgia	  associated	  with	  its	  memory.	  	  	  
Christine	  Berberich	  argues	  that	  a	  sense	  of	  Britishness	  has	  become	  tinged	  
with	  ‘nostalgia,	  evoking	  images	  of	  a	  traditional,	  tranquil,	  in	  some	  cases	  even	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mythical	  England’	  (2007,	  p.	  23).	  Waters	  evokes	  these	  images	  for	  her	  readers	  too	  by	  
opening	  the	  narrative	  with	  retrospection,	  when	  Faraday	  observes	  ‘It	  was	  summer’	  
(my	  italics,	  2009,	  p.	  1).	  	  Similarly	  the	  reader	  is	  told	  how	  the	  ‘Ayres	  still	  had	  most	  of	  
their	  money	  then	  [and]	  were	  still	  big	  people	  in	  the	  district’	  (ibid,	  p.	  1).	  The	  idyllic	  
feelings	  of	  community	  spirit	  are	  rife	  in	  these	  words,	  as	  the	  Ayres	  are	  ‘big	  people	  in	  
the	  district’	  and	  a	  shared	  sense	  of	  the	  collective	  is	  further	  emphasised	  by	  the	  fact	  
that	  Faraday	  and	  the	  others	  are	  attending	  an	  ‘Empire	  Day’	  celebration	  (ibid,	  p.	  1).	  	  
Social	  events	  like	  this	  were	  used	  to	  remind	  people	  of	  their	  place	  within	  the	  Empire	  
and	  to	  reinforce	  the	  principles	  of	  empire	  building	  that	  underpinned	  the	  British	  
State.	  	  This	  form	  of	  communal	  gathering	  survived	  into	  the	  1970s,	  but	  has	  also	  
recently	  seen	  a	  revival.	  	  The	  Jubilee	  celebration	  in	  2012,	  the	  Royal	  Wedding	  in	  
2011	  and	  the	  Queen’s	  90th	  birthday	  in	  2016	  have	  once	  again	  encouraged	  people	  to	  
have	  street	  parties.	  	  Although	  these	  types	  of	  social	  gatherings	  have	  moved	  the	  
emphasis	  away	  from	  empire,	  nevertheless	  they	  are	  state	  endorsed	  moments	  of	  
celebration.	  	  Therefore,	  the	  hierarchal	  nature	  of	  society	  is	  ever	  present	  and	  re-­‐
asserted.	  	  
Hughes	  and	  Smith	  maintain	  that	  the	  queer	  in	  Gothic	  is	  a	  way	  of	  emphasizing	  
difference.	  	  They	  say	  that	  its	  ‘presence	  not	  merely	  acknowledges	  but	  also	  codifies	  
difference’	  (2009,	  p.4).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Waters	  presents	  her	  readers	  with	  an	  
opportunity	  to	  read	  a	  counter	  narrative	  to	  the	  shared	  values	  of	  Britishness.	  	  	  This	  
‘different’	  narrative	  can	  feel	  as	  real,	  as	  ‘codified,’	  as	  the	  narratives	  of	  social	  history	  
that	  export	  the	  virtues	  of	  Empire.	  	  Hundreds	  Hall	  is	  symbolic	  of	  these	  values,	  but	  
its	  crumbling	  foundations	  are	  symptomatic	  of	  the	  corrosive	  effect	  of	  colonialism.	  	  
The	  reader	  is	  invited	  into	  this	  criticism	  through	  Faraday’s	  descriptions	  of	  the	  hall.	  	  
Hundreds	  Hall	  is	  described	  by	  Faraday	  as	  an	  ‘absolute	  mansion’	  (2009,	  p.	  1).	  	  Here,	  
the	  feelings	  of	  ‘absolutism’	  are	  undermined	  by	  the	  blurred	  effect	  of	  the	  sandstone	  
edgings.	  	  In	  daylight,	  they	  look,	  ‘slightly	  uncertain	  –	  like	  an	  ice,	  [Faraday]	  thought,	  
just	  beginning	  to	  melt	  in	  the	  sun’	  (ibid,	  p.	  1).	  	  Faraday’s	  point	  of	  view	  casts	  doubt	  
on	  the	  validity	  of	  empire	  and	  class,	  because	  the	  sureties	  of	  its	  foundations	  are	  
nothing	  more	  than	  ‘ice.’	  In	  this	  regard,	  one	  might	  also	  argue	  that	  the	  power	  base	  of	  
empire	  was	  always	  hostile	  and	  tenuous.	  	  The	  Hall’s	  ‘lovely	  aging	  details:	  the	  worn	  
red	  brick,	  the	  cockled	  window’	  reflect	  the	  effect	  of	  nostalgia	  which	  optically	  and	  
emotionally	  clad	  the	  reality	  of	  existence	  under	  colonial	  rule	  (ibid,	  p.	  1).	  	  Hughes	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and	  Smith	  assert	  that	  ‘the	  very	  presence	  of	  the	  queer	  makes	  the	  assigning	  of	  
Absolutes,	  in	  fiction	  as	  much	  as	  in	  criticism,	  a	  futile	  act’	  (2009,	  p.	  5).	  	  As	  such,	  
Faraday	  represents	  the	  undoing	  of	  these	  ‘absolute’	  memories	  that	  have	  shaped	  
cultural	  ideals	  of	  greatness	  and	  power.	  	  	  
When	  Faraday’s	  relationship	  with	  Roderick	  breaks,	  the	  metaphorical	  heat	  
from	  their	  fallout	  exposes	  the	  icy	  sterility	  of	  their	  association.	  	  The	  reader	  is	  told	  
that	  when	  taking	  their	  places	  around	  the	  dinner	  table,	  ‘Roderick	  made	  his	  way	  to	  
the	  master’s	  chair	  –	  his	  father’s	  old,	  I	  suppose	  it	  was	  –	  at	  the	  head	  of	  it’	  (2009,	  p.	  
187)	  Assuming	  the	  role	  of	  ‘master,’	  Roderick	  directs	  the	  conversation	  on	  the	  sale	  of	  
Hundreds	  Hall	  land	  to	  local	  housing	  development,	  stating	  that	  ‘we	  must	  have	  a	  
fence	  to	  keep	  out	  the	  mob’	  (ibid,	  p.	  190).	  	  The	  image	  of	  the	  ‘mob’	  shows	  Roderick’s	  
disdain	  of	  the	  local	  community.	  	  Advising	  his	  sister	  to	  sleep	  with	  ‘a	  pistol’	  under	  
her	  pillow,	  Roderick	  is	  attempting	  to	  reclaim	  his	  family’s	  past	  glories	  by	  describing	  
the	  locals	  as	  pirates	  who	  will	  be	  ‘scaling	  the	  walls	  of	  the	  house	  at	  night	  with	  cut-­‐
lasses	  between	  their	  teeth’	  (ibid,	  p.	  190).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Roderick	  is	  demonstrating	  
a	  sense	  of	  social	  entitlement	  that	  has	  been	  built	  on	  the	  invasion	  and	  colonization	  of	  
land	  belonging	  to	  other	  cultures.	  	  Moreover,	  his	  contempt	  for	  Faraday	  is	  evident	  in	  
the	  way	  he	  accuses	  him	  of	  being	  part	  of	  the	  ‘mob.’	  	  Faraday	  narrates,	  	  
He	  turned	  to	  me.	  What?	  You	  ought	  to	  be	  glad.	  	  You’re	  from	  pirate	  stock,	  
aren’t	  you?	  You	  don’t	  think	  you’d	  have	  been	  invited	  along	  tonight,	  
otherwise?	  Mother’s	  too	  embarrassed	  to	  let	  any	  of	  our	  real	  friends	  see	  us	  as	  
we	  are	  now.	  	  Hadn’t	  you	  figured	  that	  out	  yet?	  (ibid,	  p.	  190).	  	  
The	  reference	  to	  ‘pirate	  stock’	  in	  this	  context	  is	  a	  social	  put	  down,	  relegating	  
Faraday	  back	  to	  his	  lower	  class	  beginnings.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  Roderick	  also	  
insinuates	  that	  Faraday	  is	  not	  a	  ‘real’	  friend	  of	  the	  Ayres,	  in	  that	  his	  mother’s	  
standards	  are	  higher	  for	  others	  than	  for	  him.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  Ayres	  are	  shown	  
up	  for	  having	  the	  same	  double	  standards	  that	  they	  accuse	  the	  ‘mob’	  of	  having.	  	  
Roderick	  sneers	  that	  the	  ‘mob’	  are	  supporters	  of	  ‘Cromwell’s’	  republic	  and	  yet	  his	  
outburst	  demeans	  the	  locals	  and	  presents	  reasons	  why	  the	  ‘mob’	  revolted	  against	  
such	  attitudes.	  	  Here,	  Waters	  is	  subverting	  the	  notion	  of	  fear,	  because	  Roderick’s	  
attitudes	  and	  social	  status	  are	  exposed	  and	  are	  shown	  to	  contain	  the	  threat.	  	  This	  is	  
because	  his	  lack	  of	  humanity	  towards	  others	  represents	  the	  horror	  of	  the	  Empire.	  	  
The	  figure	  of	  the	  pirate	  used	  by	  Waters	  to	  expose	  Roderick’s	  underlying,	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classed	  seething	  is	  also	  a	  frightening	  character	  who	  appears	  in	  childhood	  dreams.	  	  
As	  the	  figure	  of	  the	  pirate	  is	  evoked	  by	  Roderick,	  one	  could	  argue	  that	  Waters	  is	  
inverting	  the	  nightmare	  in	  order	  to	  clear	  a	  space	  for	  the	  uncanny.	  	  In	  doing	  this,	  
Waters	  revisits	  the	  sins	  of	  the	  father	  on	  Roderick	  and,	  as	  Hundreds	  Hall	  is	  the	  seat	  
of	  the	  family	  power-­‐base,	  the	  Hall	  becomes	  a	  site	  of	  the	  unheimlich.	  	  Within	  the	  
context	  of	  the	  Gothic,	  Hundreds	  Hall	  provides	  a	  haunting	  presence	  in	  the	  story.	  	  
One	  of	  the	  main	  motifs	  of	  the	  Gothic	  is	  the	  spirit-­‐figure	  who	  underpins	  a	  fear	  of	  
dying	  and	  the	  dead.	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  the	  ghost	  returns	  the	  dead	  to	  the	  living	  and	  
this	  confrontation	  causes	  social	  anxiety	  in	  Western	  culture.	  	  However,	  Terry	  Castle	  
suggests	  that	  an	  alternative	  and	  more	  queered	  reading	  of	  the	  ghostly	  and	  the	  
haunting	  can	  take	  place	  (1995,	  p.	  134).	  	  Castle	  argues	  that	  a	  ghostly	  object	  can	  also	  
become	  a	  place	  of	  projection,	  as	  she	  claims	  that	  its	  form	  and	  substance	  can	  be	  
controlled	  or	  created	  by	  another	  (ibid,	  p.	  135).	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  she	  argues	  that	  
this	  type	  of	  shadowy	  presence	  presents	  a	  new	  way	  of	  seeing.	  	  As	  she	  says:	  	  
[t]he	  successful	  denial	  of	  mortality…requires	  a	  spectralized	  mode	  of	  
perception,	  in	  which	  one	  sees	  through	  the	  real	  person,	  as	  it	  were,	  towards	  a	  
perfect	  and	  unchanging	  spiritual	  essence	  (ibid,	  p.	  136)	  
In	  this	  sense	  the	  dying	  never	  really	  die,	  but	  are	  an	  ever-­‐present	  reminder	  of	  an	  
identity	  that	  has	  become	  idealised,	  as	  they	  represent	  ‘a	  perfect	  and	  unchanging	  
spiritual	  essence.’	  	  Accordingly	  these	  returns	  are	  at	  their	  most	  potent	  when	  the	  
uncanny	  is	  present	  and,	  when	  interpreted	  alongside	  the	  queer,	  they	  become	  
charged	  with	  creativity	  too.	  	  Therefore,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  see	  how	  Hundreds	  Hall	  can	  
function	  as	  a	  site	  of	  the	  uncanny:	  one	  that	  represents	  an	  era	  in	  which	  the	  Empire	  
was	  idealised	  and	  British	  values	  were	  exported	  around	  the	  globe,	  while	  at	  the	  
same	  time	  bringing	  back	  to	  life	  the	  shameful	  past	  of	  colonialism	  that	  was	  hidden	  by	  
past	  glories.	  	  
Hundreds	  Hall	  is	  a	  space	  where	  pride	  in	  nation	  is	  set	  in	  diametrical	  
opposition	  to	  the	  ideas	  of	  decline.	  Now	  overgrown	  with	  ‘rhododendron	  and	  laurel’	  
Faraday	  identifies	  how	  it	  is	  a	  fight	  for	  anyone	  to	  get	  anywhere	  close	  to	  it	  (2009,	  p.	  
5).	  	  	  Where	  once	  the	  Hall	  must	  have	  stood	  in	  grandeur	  Faraday	  sees	  decay	  saying:	  	  
[s]ections	  of	  the	  lovely	  weathered	  edgings	  seemed	  to	  have	  fallen	  
completely	  away,	  so	  that	  the	  house’s	  uncertain	  Georgian	  outline	  was	  even	  
more	  tentative	  than	  before.	  	  Ivy	  had	  spread,	  than	  patchily	  died,	  and	  hung	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like	  tangled	  rat’s	  tail	  hair.	  	  The	  steps	  leading	  up	  to	  the	  broad	  front	  door	  
were	  cracked,	  with	  weeds	  growing	  lushly	  up	  through	  the	  seams	  (ibid,	  p.	  5).	  	  	  	  	  
Here,	  the	  descriptions	  of	  the	  place	  associated	  with	  neglect	  and	  fear	  come	  with	  
added	  significance.	  The	  spread	  of	  ‘ivy’	  and	  the	  ‘weeds	  growing	  lushly’	  showcase	  
loss	  of	  control.	  	  This	  is	  further	  emphasised	  by	  the	  image	  of	  ‘tangled	  rat’s	  tail	  hair,’	  
as	  this	  suggests	  signs	  of	  infestation,	  which	  can	  readily	  be	  interpreted	  as	  an	  
infectious	  spread	  of	  deathly	  ideas.	  	  The	  image	  of	  a	  rat	  carries	  with	  it	  the	  fear	  of	  
disease,	  primarily	  because	  of	  its	  association	  with	  deadly	  outbreaks	  of	  bubonic	  
plague.	  	  Similarly,	  rats	  can	  also	  be	  thought	  of	  in	  terms	  of	  their	  unfettered	  fertility,	  
as	  they	  have	  a	  quick	  reproductive	  cycle.	  	  Here,	  the	  rat	  symbolises	  the	  threat	  of	  
being	  dangerously	  out	  of	  control,	  both	  physically	  and	  emotionally.	  	  Freud	  argues	  
that	  uncontrollable	  emotion	  and	  feelings	  of	  uncertainty	  or	  anxiety	  are	  part	  of	  the	  
uncanny	  (1919,	  p.	  148).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  ‘lumpy’	  approach	  to	  the	  Hall	  heralds	  the	  
decline	  that	  is	  taking	  place,	  both	  of	  the	  Hall	  and	  within	  the	  Ayres	  family.	  	  The	  
smoothness	  of	  the	  respectability	  and	  continuity	  of	  the	  Ayres	  line	  is	  under	  threat	  
from	  the	  encroaching	  and	  invading	  surroundings.	  Roderick	  raises	  this	  very	  point	  
when	  he	  declares:	  	  
	  just	  look	  at	  Caroline	  and	  me,	  prize	  heifer	  and	  prize	  bull.	  	  We’re	  hardly	  doing	  
our	  bit	  to	  further	  the	  herd!	  Anyone	  would	  think	  we	  were	  going	  out	  of	  our	  
way	  to	  make	  ourselves	  extinct	  (2009,	  p.	  190).	  	  
The	  ‘heifer’	  and	  ‘bull’	  conjure	  up	  images	  of	  idyllic	  countryside	  scenes,	  but	  the	  
fecundity	  of	  nature	  is	  compromised	  by	  the	  sterility	  of	  the	  Ayres’	  way	  of	  life.	  	  The	  
notion	  of	  ‘extinction’	  emanates	  from	  the	  lack	  of	  society	  that	  Roderick	  and	  Caroline	  
engage	  with.	  	  Yet,	  it	  also	  has	  a	  darker	  uncanny	  association	  in	  that	  it	  reflects	  the	  
repression	  of	  a	  dark	  colonial	  past.	  	  By	  associating	  with	  menace	  this	  propensity	  to	  
idealise	  the	  past,	  Waters	  encourages	  her	  readers	  to	  question	  their	  own	  
relationship	  to	  this	  patriotic	  narrative.	  	  
	  
Duality,	  Transgressions	  and	  Queer	  Identities	  
Within	  the	  Gothic	  tradition,	  acts	  of	  transgression	  can	  be	  used	  to	  reinforce	  social	  
norms,	  to	  serve	  as	  warnings	  as	  to	  the	  consequences	  of	  an	  abandonment	  of	  moral	  
conviction.	  	  As	  Botting	  suggests:	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[n]ot	  only	  [is	  transgression]	  a	  way	  of	  producing	  excessive	  emotion,	  a	  
celebration	  of	  transgression	  for	  its	  own	  sake,	  Gothic	  terrors	  activate	  a	  sense	  
of	  the	  unknown	  and	  project	  an	  uncontrollable	  and	  overwhelming	  power	  
which	  threatens	  not	  only	  the	  loss	  of	  sanity,	  honour,	  property	  or	  social	  
standing,	  but	  the	  very	  order	  which	  supports	  and	  is	  regulated	  by	  the	  
coherence	  of	  those	  terms	  (1996,	  p.	  7).	  	  
The	  ‘unknown’	  that	  is	  ‘activated’	  by	  ‘Gothic	  terror’	  can	  be	  motivated	  by	  the	  desire	  
to	  retrieve	  an	  object	  that	  has	  been	  prohibited.	  But	  conversely,	  that	  same	  act	  of	  
transgression	  can	  be	  caused	  by	  a	  desire	  to	  be	  protected	  from	  the	  punishment	  of	  
obtaining	  the	  hidden	  item.	  	  In	  this	  sense,	  the	  Gothic	  is	  always	  involved	  in	  a	  tense	  
relationship	  between	  the	  desires	  of	  the	  self	  and	  the	  norms	  of	  society.	  	  The	  battle	  
between	  the	  proper	  and	  the	  improper	  challenges	  the	  ‘order	  which	  supports’	  the	  
stasis	  of	  society.	  	  As	  Botting	  goes	  on	  to	  say	  ‘[t]he	  sense	  of	  a	  grotesque,	  irrational	  
and	  menacing	  presence	  pervades	  the	  everyday’	  (ibid,	  p.	  160).	  	  Acts	  of	  
transgression	  then	  offer	  a	  dual	  perspective.	  	  They	  suppose	  a	  view	  that	  threatens	  
the	  security	  of	  the	  everyday,	  while	  at	  the	  same	  time	  evoking	  and	  thus	  restating	  the	  
very	  structures	  it	  threatens.	  	  In	  effect,	  transgression	  brings	  with	  it	  uncertainty	  and	  
fear	  for	  the	  reader.	  
Botting	  identifies	  how	  acts	  of	  transgression	  release	  ‘power’	  and	  in	  the	  
process	  of	  this	  opens	  out	  sites	  of	  excess.	  This	  dual	  effect	  of	  transgression	  affects	  
how	  the	  threat	  is	  perceived	  and	  the	  attendant	  consequences	  for	  the	  act	  of	  
transgression.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  dualism	  is	  part	  of	  the	  transgressive	  process.	  	  In	  the	  
context	  of	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  Faraday	  is	  the	  architect	  of	  transgressive	  acts.	  Faraday	  
is	  always	  present	  when	  threats,	  feelings	  of	  terror	  and	  death	  are	  presented	  in	  the	  
story.	  	  For	  instance,	  Faraday	  first	  describes	  Roderick	  Ayres	  as	  ‘appear[ing]	  around	  
the	  corner	  of	  the	  house’	  and	  ‘squint[ing]	  over	  at	  me’	  (2009,	  p.	  6).	  	  In	  both	  these	  
examples	  Roderick	  is	  presented	  to	  the	  reader	  as	  having	  compromised	  vision.	  	  
When	  seeming	  to	  peer	  sideways	  and	  with	  a	  squint,	  Roderick	  is	  shown	  to	  have	  one-­‐
sided	  sight,	  which	  has	  an	  uncanny	  effect	  on	  the	  text,	  because	  of	  the	  uncertainty	  of	  
being	  able	  to	  assess	  the	  direction	  in	  which	  Roderick	  sees.	  	  Rosemary	  Jackson	  
argues	  that	  the	  ambiguity	  caused	  by	  not	  seeing	  straight	  ‘disturbs	  the	  premises	  and	  
the	  promises	  of	  the	  “real”’	  ([1981],	  1998,	  p.	  45).	  	  As	  the	  reader	  is	  seeing	  only	  one	  
side	  of	  Roderick	  and	  that	  side	  is	  half	  closed,	  there	  is	  a	  suggestion	  here	  of	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concealment	  and	  invisibility.	  	  Jackson	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  Western	  culture	  
equates	  the	  ‘real’	  with	  the	  ‘visible’	  and	  therefore,	  what	  cannot	  be	  seen	  is	  ‘unreal’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  45).	  	  Jackson	  goes	  further	  and	  says	  that	  the	  eye	  is	  given	  dominance	  over	  
the	  other	  sensory	  organs.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  what	  is	  knowable	  can	  be	  seen	  and	  what	  is	  
unknowable	  cannot	  be.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  organ	  of	  the	  eye	  represents	  a	  site	  of	  
knowledge,	  but	  there	  is	  also	  a	  play	  on	  the	  word	  here	  with	  ‘I.’	  Faraday	  presents	  the	  
story	  of	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  from	  the	  first	  person	  perspective	  and,	  as	  such,	  he	  
claims	  the	  power	  of	  the	  ‘I’	  to	  be	  the	  holder	  of	  all	  the	  knowledge.	  	  Jackson	  claims	  
that	  the	  ‘I’	  pronoun	  appropriates	  what	  the	  ‘eye’	  sees	  and,	  because	  of	  this	  she	  says	  
‘things	  slide	  away	  from	  the	  powerful	  eye/I	  which	  seeks	  to	  possess	  them,	  thus	  
becoming	  distorted,	  disintegrated,	  partial	  and	  lapsing	  into	  invisibility’	  (ibid,	  p.	  46).	  	  	  
The	  notion	  of	  possession	  is	  important	  here.	  	  It	  has	  already	  been	  suggested	  that	  
Faraday	  fetishises	  the	  Hall	  in	  order	  compensate	  for	  his	  feelings	  of	  inadequacy.	  	  In	  
this	  example,	  reading	  Faraday	  through	  the	  ‘eye/I’	  duality	  exposes	  the	  ways	  in	  
which	  Faraday	  attempts	  to	  depose	  Roderick	  of	  his	  place	  at	  the	  head	  of	  the	  family.	  
When	  Faraday	  first	  shakes	  hands	  with	  Roderick	  he	  refers	  to	  him	  as	  sub-­‐
human	  way.	  	  Seeing	  him	  as	  a	  cold	  blooded	  reptile,	  Faraday	  says	  ‘[h]is	  fingers	  felt	  
queer	  against	  mine,	  rough	  as	  crocodile	  in	  some	  spots,	  oddly	  smooth	  in	  others:	  his	  
hands	  had	  been	  burned’	  (2009,	  p.	  6).	  	  Roderick	  bears	  the	  scars	  of	  the	  war,	  as	  his	  
plane	  was	  brought	  down	  during	  the	  war	  and	  he	  was	  caught	  in	  the	  ensuing	  fire.	  	  His	  
contrasting	  skin	  tone	  of	  ‘rough’	  and	  ‘smooth’	  is	  only	  part	  of	  the	  war-­‐damage	  that	  
Roderick	  is	  left	  with.	  	  He	  walks	  with	  a	  ‘noticeable	  limp’	  and	  suffers	  nightmares.	  	  	  
From	  their	  very	  first	  meeting,	  Faraday’s	  description	  of	  Roderick	  begins	  to	  empty	  
him	  of	  his	  humanity.	  	  The	  reptilian	  association	  is	  emotionless,	  the	  uneven	  skin	  tone	  
otherworldly,	  the	  ‘squint’	  and	  sideways	  ‘limping’	  are	  suggestive	  of	  suspicion	  and	  
the	  nightmares	  represent	  madness.	  	  Faraday’s	  attempts	  at	  de-­‐humanising	  Roderick	  
are	  all	  there	  in	  order	  to	  justify	  the	  acts	  of	  transgression	  both	  are	  connected	  to.	  	  As	  
has	  already	  been	  shown	  Roderick	  is	  representative	  of	  a	  time	  in	  history	  that	  is	  left	  
unseen	  by	  the	  ideals	  of	  nostalgia.	  	  Similarly,	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  Faraday	  is	  also	  
a	  textual	  device	  through	  which	  the	  benefits	  of	  queerness	  can	  enter	  the	  story.	  	  Both	  
of	  these	  aspects	  of	  Roderick’s	  and	  Faraday’s	  characters	  constitute	  transgressive	  
acts.	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Faraday	  uses	  his	  professional,	  medical	  knowledge	  to	  treat	  the	  pain	  in	  
Roderick’s	  legs	  with	  the	  latest	  advancements.	  	  But	  he	  fails	  to	  treat	  the	  mental	  
trauma	  that	  Roderick	  suffers	  alongside.	  	  Instead,	  he	  uses	  this	  as	  an	  excuse	  to	  show	  
how	  unpredictable	  and	  dangerous	  Roderick	  is	  to	  the	  family.	  	  Following	  a	  drunken	  
incident	  in	  his	  bedroom	  that	  leads	  to	  a	  small,	  but	  contained	  fire	  being	  started,	  
Faraday	  declares	  that	  ‘Rod	  was	  beyond	  ordinary	  medical	  help’	  and	  arranges	  for	  
Roderick	  to	  be	  committed	  into	  the	  care	  of	  a	  clinic	  (ibid,	  p.	  227).	  	  	  Indeed	  in	  order	  to	  
ensure	  that	  his	  end	  is	  achieved	  Faraday	  supplies	  the	  psychiatrist	  with	  a	  ‘pretty	  
thorough	  account	  of	  the	  case’	  (ibid,	  p.	  228).	  	  Again,	  Roderick	  is	  described	  in	  details	  
outside	  of	  the	  ‘ordinary.’	  	  Yet	  Faraday’s	  medical	  background	  is	  based	  in	  science	  and	  
epistemology-­‐in	  the	  realm	  of	  intellectual	  knowledge.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Faraday	  takes	  
full	  advantage	  of	  the	  power	  that	  his	  personal	  ‘account’	  affords	  him.	  	  The	  
prerogative	  his	  ‘I’	  gives	  him	  presents	  an	  opportunity	  to	  remove	  Roderick	  from	  
Hundreds	  Hall	  and	  into	  a	  hospital.	  	  
Jackson	  maintains	  that	  acts	  of	  transgression	  take	  place	  in	  the	  un-­‐seen	  or	  in	  
the	  invisible	  to	  the	  ‘real.’	  	  When	  Faraday	  ‘slept	  badly’	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  his	  
unconscious	  desires	  are	  being	  exercised	  (ibid,	  p.	  200).	  	  He	  states	  that	  ‘while	  I	  lay	  
tussling	  with	  dark,	  violent	  dreams,	  something	  dreadful	  happened	  out	  at	  Hundreds	  
hall’	  (p.	  200).	  	  Here	  Waters	  contrasts	  the	  ‘dark,	  violent’	  inner	  self	  of	  Faraday’s	  ‘I’	  
with	  Roderick’s	  ‘perfunctory’	  nature	  (ibid,	  p.	  6).	  	  The	  difference	  between	  the	  two	  
becomes	  astonishingly	  clear	  with	  Roderick’s	  removal.	  	  Faraday	  declares:	  
[o]ccasionally	  I	  wandered	  over	  there	  [to	  Rod’s	  apartment	  in	  the	  house],	  and	  
the	  rooms	  seemed	  dead	  as	  paralysed	  limbs.	  	  Soon	  it	  was	  eerily	  as	  though	  
Rod	  had	  never	  been	  master	  of	  the	  house	  at	  all-­‐as	  if,	  more	  thoroughly	  even	  
than	  poor	  Gyp	  before	  him,	  he	  had	  vanished	  and	  left	  no	  trace	  (ibid,	  p.	  233).	  	  
Faraday’s	  sense	  of	  achievement	  here	  is	  magnified	  by	  the	  way	  he	  takes	  over	  
Roderick’s	  space,	  claiming	  ‘I	  wandered	  over	  there.’	  	  Similarly	  Faraday	  is	  presented	  
as	  a	  coloniser	  when	  he	  describes	  Roderick’s	  predicament	  as	  someone	  who	  had	  
‘vanished	  and	  left	  no	  trace.’	  In	  this	  way,	  the	  ‘I’	  in	  the	  sentence	  betrays	  the	  
professionalism	  of	  the	  doctor	  patient	  relationship,	  because	  the	  idea	  of	  ‘occasionally’	  
suspends	  the	  concept	  of	  time,	  by	  its	  lack	  of	  frequency	  and	  its	  unpredictability.	  	  
Time	  is	  the	  efficient	  mechanism	  by	  which	  society	  measures	  itself.	  	  When	  the	  
intervals	  between	  points	  of	  time	  expand	  and	  lengthen,	  there	  is	  a	  radical	  shift	  in	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vision,	  according	  to	  Jackson.	  	  Sight	  is	  recalibrated	  to	  take	  into	  account	  the	  intervals	  
between	  the	  gaps	  in	  time.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  intervening	  spaces	  allow	  Waters	  to	  
expose	  the	  tensions	  between	  the	  days	  of	  Empire	  and	  way	  national	  identity	  is	  
constructed.	  	  Such	  delays	  in	  time	  ensure	  that	  it	  was	  as	  if	  ‘Rod	  had	  never	  been	  
master’	  denying	  his	  position	  and	  bringing	  the	  class	  system	  into	  sharp	  focus	  for	  the	  
reader.	  	  
	  
Stuttering	  and	  Stammering	  Subjects	  of	  Desire	  	  
Elizabeth	  Grosz	  tells	  us	  that	  examples	  of	  transformation	  and	  new	  bodies	  occur	  
from	  the	  ‘fissures	  between	  strata	  that	  allow	  something	  from	  them	  to	  escape’	  (1995.	  
p.	  135).	  	  She	  maintains	  that	  ‘thought	  is	  what	  comes	  between	  a	  cause	  and	  its	  
habitual	  effect,	  between	  one	  being	  and	  another’	  (ibid,	  p.	  135).	  The	  ‘fissures’	  that	  
have	  been	  presented	  in	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  have	  come	  about	  through	  acts	  of	  
transgression	  and	  the	  uncanny.	  	  But	  more	  often	  than	  not,	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  
creative	  space	  within	  the	  text	  has	  been	  accessed	  through	  queer	  readings	  and	  the	  
ideas	  of	  Hughes	  and	  Smith.	  	  In	  a	  similar	  fashion,	  Grosz	  proposes	  an	  alternative	  way	  
to	  locate	  meaning,	  one	  whereby	  the	  gaps	  come	  from	  the	  interruption	  to	  the	  
‘habitual	  life’	  that	  precedes	  the	  act	  (ibid,	  p.	  133).	  	  In	  this	  Grosz	  sees	  a	  space	  into	  
which	  the	  reader	  can	  realise	  a	  different	  subjectivity,	  as	  she	  says	  ‘metamorphosing	  
new	  bodies	  from	  the	  old	  through	  their	  encounter’	  (ibid,	  p.	  134).	  	  There	  is	  
something	  of	  an	  echo	  here	  between	  Grosz’	  notion	  of	  ‘metamorphosing	  new	  bodies’	  
and	  Deleuze	  and	  Guattari’s	  ideas	  of	  minor	  literature.	  	  Both	  are	  queered	  states	  that	  
wish	  to	  intervene	  in	  the	  normative	  and	  create	  newness.	  	  Grosz	  suggests	  that	  such	  a	  
newness	  is	  accessed	  from	  the	  interruption	  of	  the	  habitual,	  what	  she	  calls	  a	  
‘stammer,	  a	  hesitation	  or	  pause	  within	  the	  expected’	  (ibid,	  p.	  135).	  	  Similarly,	  
Deleuze	  and	  Guattari’s	  ideas	  of	  reterritorialisation	  are	  achieved	  when	  the	  minor	  
becomes	  the	  focus.	  	  
Grosz’	  notion	  of	  stammering	  is	  further	  queering	  of	  The	  Little	  Stranger.	  	  As	  a	  
theory	  of	  interpretation,	  the	  notion	  of	  stammering	  is	  derived	  from	  Deleuze	  and	  
Guattari.	  	  It	  is	  a	  continuation	  of	  their	  idea	  of	  the	  ‘minor’s’	  intervention	  at	  work	  
alongside	  and	  within	  the	  ‘major.’	  	  It	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  the	  Gothic	  naturally	  
houses	  queer	  affects,	  but	  unlike	  other	  aspects	  of	  transformation	  that	  have	  been	  
discussed,	  stammering	  is	  more	  playful	  than	  it	  is	  malevolent.	  	  Whereas,	  for	  instance,	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the	  uncanny	  evokes	  the	  spectral	  figure,	  the	  idea	  of	  stammering	  conjures	  up	  a	  sprite	  
like	  figure,	  whose	  affect	  is	  much	  lighter	  than	  the	  shadows	  of	  the	  ghost.	  	  Thus,	  the	  
vitality	  that	  stammering	  demonstrates	  provides	  an	  opportunity	  to	  experience	  a	  
more	  diverse	  lived	  experience	  than	  Waters’	  other	  work	  has	  previously	  engaged	  
with.	  	  For	  instance,	  while	  she	  has	  always	  voiced	  the	  narratives	  of	  working-­‐class	  
lesbians,	  she	  may	  well	  have	  excluded	  other	  creative	  opportunities.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  
stammering	  is	  a	  ‘creative	  whisper’	  within	  the	  text	  that	  can	  be	  seen	  to	  redistribute	  
the	  sensible	  through	  ‘ascending	  and	  descending	  variations’	  (Deleuze	  and	  Guattari,	  
2003,	  p.	  106).	  	  Stammering	  is	  then	  a	  ‘seed’	  that	  initiates	  an	  uncontrollable	  
movement	  within	  the	  text.	  	  In	  this	  chapter,	  interpretation	  is	  being	  presented	  
through	  reading	  of	  the	  Gothic,	  but	  it	  is	  recognized	  that	  there	  are	  many	  other	  
readings	  made	  possible	  through	  the	  ideas	  of	  stammering	  and	  deterritorializations	  
of	  meaning	  within	  the	  major.	  	  	  
The	  relationship	  between	  Faraday	  and	  Caroline	  is	  much	  subtler	  than	  with	  
the	  others.	  	  	  In	  fact	  on	  the	  surface	  you	  might	  argue	  that	  they	  appear	  to	  mitigate	  
each	  other’s	  inadequacies.	  	  Caroline	  on	  the	  one	  hand	  is	  described	  as	  being	  ‘“a	  
clever	  girl”	  –	  […]	  noticeably	  plain,	  over-­‐tall	  for	  a	  woman’	  (2009,	  p.	  9).	  	  Faraday	  on	  
the	  other	  hand	  ‘wanted	  desperately	  to	  live	  up	  to	  [his]	  own	  reputation	  for	  
cleverness’	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  Caroline’s	  body	  is	  described	  in	  its	  ampleness	  with	  ‘wide	  
hips	  and	  large	  bosom’	  (ibid,	  p.	  9).	  	  In	  contrast,	  Faraday	  is	  remarkable	  only	  for	  the	  
‘bitter	  little	  battles’	  of	  his	  life	  (ibid,	  p.	  4).	  	  Caroline	  is	  masculinised	  in	  her	  
appearance	  with,	  ‘thickish	  legs	  and	  ankles	  […]	  boyish	  flat	  sandals	  […]	  angular	  jaw	  
[…]	  muscular	  legs’	  (ibid,	  p.	  9).	  Faraday	  conversely	  is	  emasculated	  through	  his	  failed	  
attempts	  at	  romance,	  his	  ‘passionless	  embraces	  […]	  mechanical	  detail	  […]	  pity	  for	  
the	  women	  involved’	  (ibid,	  p.	  39).	  	  In	  themselves	  these	  individual	  characteristics	  
show	  how	  each	  character	  upholds	  traditional	  gender	  stereotypes.	  	  As	  a	  spinster	  
Caroline	  is	  seen	  by	  society	  as	  unfeminine,	  yet	  clever.	  	  She	  is	  perhaps	  presented	  as	  a	  
bitter	  condemnation	  of	  a	  female	  at	  this	  time.	  	  Faraday’s	  unmanliness	  is	  present	  in	  
his	  inability	  to	  subdue	  the	  female	  form.	  	  Seen	  in	  this	  way,	  both	  Caroline	  and	  
Faraday	  reinforce	  the	  ‘habitual’	  of	  the	  everyday	  that	  Grosz	  refers	  to.	  	  They	  are	  part	  
of	  an	  architecture	  of	  thought	  that	  Grosz	  suggests	  is	  a	  way	  of	  framing	  meaning.	  ii	  	  
When	  both	  identities	  are	  compressed	  and	  taken	  together	  their	  description	  exceeds	  
the	  limitations	  of	  the	  heterodox	  that	  it	  interrupts.	  	  Together	  they	  transform	  into,	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what	  Grosz	  suggests	  to	  be	  ‘an	  alien…different	  from	  or	  beyond	  itself’	  (1995,	  p.	  136).	  	  
Together	  Caroline	  and	  Faraday	  perform	  as	  a	  stuttering	  subject	  intervening	  in	  the	  
narrative.	  	  	  
Botting	  maintains	  that	  human	  myths	  dissolve	  when	  ‘confronted	  by	  an	  
uncanny	  force	  beyond	  control’	  (2009,	  p.	  171).	  	  He	  says	  that	  narrative	  can	  be:	  	  
[u]nstable,	  unfixed	  and	  ungrounded	  in	  any	  reality,	  truth	  or	  identity	  other	  
than	  those	  that	  narratives	  provide	  [out	  of	  which]	  emerges	  a	  threat	  of	  
sublime	  excess,	  of	  a	  new	  darkness	  of	  multiple	  and	  labyrinthine	  narratives,	  
in	  which	  human	  myths	  again	  dissolve,	  confronted	  by	  an	  uncanny	  force	  
beyond	  control	  (ibid,	  p.	  171)	  
The	  narrative	  can	  be	  the	  only	  place	  where	  ‘reality’	  and	  ‘truth’	  are	  sought	  by	  the	  
reader;	  but	  the	  constant	  reshaping	  of	  events	  by	  Faraday’s	  character	  causes	  anxiety.	  
So,	  when	  the	  reader	  reads	  about	  the	  dissolution	  of	  the	  rational	  self,	  Botting	  argues	  
that	  it	  ushers	  in	  feelings	  of	  ‘anarchic	  disintegration’	  (ibid,	  p.	  171).	  	  Accordingly,	  one	  
of	  the	  effects	  of	  Caroline’s	  presence	  is	  to	  affect	  the	  text,	  because	  she	  interrupts	  the	  
transgressive	  nature	  that	  otherwise	  inhabits	  Faraday.	  	  In	  essence,	  together	  
Caroline	  and	  Faraday	  provide	  a	  textual	  stammer,	  which	  triggers	  an	  ‘unfixing’	  of	  
meanings.	  	  	  
Within	  the	  liminal	  space	  of	  the	  queerness	  of	  the	  Gothic	  conformity	  can	  take	  
on	  a	  strange	  guise.	  The	  heterosexual	  romance	  between	  Faraday	  and	  Caroline	  
falters	  before	  it	  gets	  going:	  ‘Caroline	  having	  very	  little	  to	  say’	  and	  ‘everything	  was	  
“too	  unsettled”’	  (2009,	  p.	  422).	  The	  emphasis	  with	  the	  additional	  inverted	  commas	  
is	  interesting	  here.	  	  It	  seems	  as	  if	  Waters	  wants	  her	  readers	  to	  realize	  that	  this	  
whole	  subplot	  is	  meant	  to	  disrupt	  conventional	  readings	  of	  romance	  plot	  lines.	  	  
Indeed	  chapter	  three	  of	  this	  thesis	  is	  devoted	  to	  the	  re-­‐imagined	  space	  of	  the	  
romance	  narrative	  and	  so	  we	  know	  that	  Waters	  is	  interested	  in	  re-­‐articulating	  
romance	  from	  alternative	  perspectives.	  	  As	  such,	  the	  unsettling	  in	  this	  example	  
stands	  proud	  of	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  narrative	  in	  order	  to	  draw	  the	  reader’s	  attention.	  	  
This	  argument	  gathers	  credibility	  when	  one	  reads	  that	  Faraday	  took	  it	  upon	  
himself	  to	  choose	  Caroline’s	  dress,	  flowers	  and	  gloves	  for	  their	  wedding	  day,	  
stating	  ‘I’ve	  been	  very	  busy,	  on	  your	  behalf’	  (ibid,	  p.	  444).	  	  Moreover,	  Faraday	  
makes	  an	  overt	  reference	  to	  the	  notion	  of	  difference	  when	  he	  addresses	  Caroline	  
directly.	  	  He	  says,	  ‘Look,	  I	  know	  this	  is	  flying	  in	  the	  face	  of	  convention,	  rather,	  but	  I	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didn’t	  think	  you	  would	  mind.	  There	  hasn’t	  been	  much	  of	  the	  conventional	  –	  well	  
about	  us’	  (ibid,	  p.	  445).	  	  These	  examples	  highlight	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  attempts	  to	  
dislodge	  the	  traditional	  narratives	  that	  govern	  everyday	  life.	  	  Standarised	  ideas	  of	  
romance	  and	  the	  institution	  of	  marriage	  are	  both	  the	  mainstay	  of	  patriarchy,	  just	  
as	  Empire	  and	  the	  colonial	  past	  have	  been	  masculine	  world-­‐views.	  	  Under	  the	  
influence	  of	  Caroline,	  Faraday	  adopts	  a	  language	  that	  breaks	  free	  of	  social	  norms,	  
as	  he	  becomes	  someone	  who	  is	  prepared	  to	  ‘fly	  in	  the	  face	  of	  convention’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
445).	  	  
Reading	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  through	  the	  affect	  of	  the	  stammering	  subject	  
enables	  meanings	  to	  be	  constructed	  and	  intervenes	  in	  the	  ‘truth’	  narratives	  that	  
exist	  in	  society	  and	  which	  have	  been	  responsible	  for	  constructing	  the	  myths	  of	  
history.	  	  When	  Faraday	  and	  Caroline	  confront	  the	  fact	  that	  their	  wedding	  is	  off	  
further	  evidence	  of	  the	  conflation	  of	  gendered	  responses	  is	  apparent.	  Faraday	  
becomes	  paralysed	  by	  ‘panic’	  (ibid,	  p.	  449).	  Caroline	  is	  ‘hardened’	  (ibid,	  p.	  446).	  
Faraday	  ‘flinched’	  from	  Caroline’s	  expression	  and	  she	  softened	  this	  response	  in	  
‘growing	  kinder’	  (ibid,	  p.	  446).	  	  Caroline	  exerts	  a	  pressure	  on	  the	  narrative	  in	  order	  
to	  instigate	  change.	  On	  such	  a	  textual	  effect	  Botting,	  observes	  how	  the	  ‘narrative	  
forms	  and	  devices	  spills	  over	  from	  worlds	  of	  fantasy	  and	  fiction	  into	  real	  and	  social	  
spheres’	  (1996,	  p.	  168).	  	  As	  such,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  say	  that	  when	  Caroline	  and	  
Faraday’s	  identities	  complement	  each	  other	  they	  rupture	  the	  hegemony	  and	  
provide	  an	  additional	  story	  that	  is	  often	  left	  in	  ‘fantasy’	  or	  is	  left	  unspoken.	  	  
When	  the	  relationship	  between	  Faraday	  and	  Caroline	  finally	  fails,	  Faraday	  
makes	  one	  of	  the	  most	  liberating	  statements	  of	  the	  book:	  he	  declares	  that	  she	  ‘was	  
like	  a	  stranger	  to	  me’	  (ibid,	  p.	  448).	  	  In	  saying	  this,	  he	  estranges	  heteronormativity	  
from	  itself,	  because	  it	  becomes	  unrecognisable.	  	  This	  is	  because,	  as	  Caroline	  and	  
Faraday	  create	  the	  stammer	  in	  the	  narrative,	  they	  also	  render	  the	  normal	  
abnormal.	  	  This	  affect	  remains	  on	  the	  text,	  like	  a	  ‘new	  phase.’	  The	  resulting	  
stammer	  becomes	  an	  alternative	  narrative	  voice	  for	  the	  reader	  to	  hear.	  	  So,	  when	  
Faraday	  claims	  Caroline	  is	  a	  stranger,	  he	  is	  seeing	  the	  existence	  of	  something	  new.	  
	  
Conclusion	  
Botting’s	  discussions	  of	  Gothic	  genre	  and	  narrative	  form	  sit	  comfortably	  alongside	  
the	  ideas	  that	  have	  been	  presented	  here	  in	  relation	  to	  queer	  readings	  of	  the	  Gothic.	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It	  has	  been	  shown	  that	  there	  is,	  after	  all,	  something	  rather	  queer	  about	  the	  Gothic.	  	  
As	  Botting	  asserts,	  the	  ‘hybrid	  mixing	  of	  forms	  and	  narratives	  has	  uncanny	  effects,	  
effects	  which	  make	  narrative	  play’	  (1996,	  p.	  169).	  	  The	  notion	  of	  ‘play’	  has	  been	  
quite	  relevant	  to	  this	  chapter.	  	  There	  have	  been	  examples	  where	  a	  play-­‐on-­‐words	  
like	  ‘Ayres’	  and	  ‘Heir’	  suggest	  a	  darker	  side	  to	  Britishness	  and	  the	  notion	  of	  Empire.	  	  
Similarly,	  a	  play	  on	  the	  theoretical	  concept	  of	  the	  ‘eye/I’	  brought	  into	  close	  vision	  a	  
conversation	  on	  the	  proximity	  of	  time	  and	  its	  continuum.	  	  These	  examples	  of	  
playfulness	  were	  used	  to	  demonstrate	  how	  the	  Gothic	  is	  itself	  highly	  suggestive	  of	  
alternative	  states	  of	  existence.	  	  	  
The	  Gothic	  necessarily	  evokes	  a	  sense	  of	  dread	  in	  the	  reader,	  because	  it	  
demands	  that	  the	  reader’s	  acceptance	  of	  existence	  is	  challenged.	  	  This	  plays	  out	  in	  
The	  Little	  Stranger	  through	  tensions	  between	  Faraday’s	  sense	  of	  self-­‐loathing	  and	  
his	  fetishised	  obsession	  with	  Hundreds	  Hall.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  it	  was	  shown	  how	  
Hundreds	  Hall	  presents	  the	  reader	  with	  an	  exploitable	  place	  for	  queering.	  	  Caroline	  
and	  Faraday’s	  inability	  to	  achieve	  and	  maintain	  a	  sexual	  relationship	  can,	  in	  itself,	  
be	  seen	  as	  a	  form	  of	  denial.	  	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  argue	  that	  when	  orthodoxy	  
becomes	  fictionalized	  within	  a	  queered	  space,	  it	  becomes	  subject	  to	  the	  same	  
levels	  of	  deviancy	  used	  to	  critique	  the	  “Other”	  from	  a	  heteronormative	  position	  –	  
something	  they	  term	  the	  ‘reciprocal	  states	  of	  queerness	  and	  non-­‐queerness’	  (2009,	  
p.	  4).	  	  	  Of	  this	  it	  was	  shown	  how	  these	  ‘reciprocal	  states’	  can	  be	  used	  to	  
demonstrate	  the	  relationship	  between	  the	  marginal	  and	  the	  mainstream	  and,	  in	  
the	  process,	  flag	  up	  numerous	  slippages.	  	  Problems	  with	  identity	  have	  been	  
examined	  through	  the	  work	  of	  Elizabeth	  Grosz	  and	  the	  idea	  of	  the	  stuttering	  
subject.	  	  It	  has	  been	  shown	  how	  Grosz’	  theories	  on	  stuttering,	  when	  applied	  to	  
stereotyped	  identities,	  produce	  a	  fissure	  within	  the	  text,	  whereby	  newness	  can	  be	  
experienced.	  	  These	  ideas	  echo	  the	  work	  of	  Deleuze	  and	  Guattari	  who	  maintain	  in	  
Kafka:	  Towards	  a	  Minor	  Literature	  (2003)	  that	  a	  text	  has	  the	  ability	  to	  vibrate	  from	  
within	  and	  in	  so	  doing	  become	  inventive.	  	  
At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  story	  Caroline	  falls	  to	  her	  death	  with	  only	  the	  maid	  present	  
in	  the	  house.	  	  During	  the	  inquest	  into	  Caroline’s	  death,	  Betty	  retells	  the	  last	  
movements	  of	  Caroline	  before	  she	  fell	  from	  the	  stairs.	  	  She	  states	  she	  called	  out	  the	  
word	  ‘you’	  (2009,	  p.	  483).	  Under	  questioning	  she	  is	  asked	  to	  interpret	  the	  meaning	  
behind	  the	  call.	  	  Betty	  says,	  ‘[s]he	  called	  it	  as	  if	  she	  had	  seen	  someone	  she	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knew…but	  as	  though	  she	  was	  afraid	  of	  them.	  Mortal	  afraid’	  (ibid,	  p.	  483).	  	  The	  
identity	  of	  the	  little	  stranger	  who	  occupies	  the	  space	  of	  ‘you’	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  book	  
is	  never	  fully	  revealed.	  	  Given	  that	  this	  chapter	  has	  provided	  a	  queered	  reading	  of	  
the	  Gothic	  it	  is	  not	  unfeasible	  to	  suggest	  that	  the	  little	  stranger	  is	  perhaps	  the	  
reader.	  	  Hughes	  and	  Smith	  argue	  that	  reading	  the	  Gothic	  through	  an	  association	  
with	  the	  Queer	  will	  push	  the	  genre	  back	  to	  its	  rightful	  place	  on	  the	  periphery	  of	  
acceptability	  and	  out	  of	  the	  mainstream.	  	  They	  suggest	  that	  queering	  the	  Gothic	  
will	  initiate	  a	  journey.	  	  Given	  the	  examination	  of	  the	  queering	  effect	  of	  the	  Gothic	  
that	  has	  taken	  place	  in	  this	  chapter	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  argue	  that	  the	  mainstream	  
reader	  will	  themselves	  have	  taken	  part	  in	  a	  literary	  journey	  to	  the	  limits	  of	  
conventional	  identity	  and	  accountability.	  	  It	  can	  be	  suggested	  that	  the	  reader	  
experience	  will	  have	  initiated	  a	  process	  of	  transformation,	  whereby	  it	  is	  able	  to	  


























	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
i Hughes	  and	  Smith	  cite	  the	  example	  of	  writer	  Susan	  Stryker	  who	  presented	  a	  
definition	  of	  the	  relationship	  between	  a	  queer	  sexuality	  and	  a	  broader	  and	  more	  
pervasive	  heteronormative	  queerness	  in	  GLO:	  A	  Journal	  of	  Lesbian	  and	  Gay	  Studies	  
(1998).	  	  Stryker	  states	  that	  being	  known	  as	  queer	  meant	  that	  she	  did	  not	  have	  to	  
add	  any	  caveats.	  	  The	  term	  she	  said	  ‘allowed	  me	  to	  align	  myself	  with	  other	  
antiheteronormative	  identities	  and	  socio-­‐political	  formations	  without	  erasing	  the	  
specificity	  of	  my	  sense	  of	  self.’	  (‘Transgender	  Issue:	  GLO:	  A	  Journal	  of	  Lesbian	  and	  
Gay	  Studies:	  4/2	  (1998),	  145-­‐58).	   
(ii In	  referring	  to	  these	  ideas	  of	  architecture	  Grosz	  is	  reading	  the	  work	  of	  Deleuze	  in	  
relation	  to	  desire	  as	  a	  means	  of	  production.	  	  She	  poses	  a	  series	  of	  questions	  asking	  
how	  a	  discourse	  that	  relates	  to	  architecture	  can	  be	  opened	  out	  in	  order	  to	  provide	  
a	  framework	  through	  which	  interruptions	  can	  be	  observed.	  	  In	  a	  similar	  way,	  Grosz	  
acknowledges	  that	  Derrida	  has	  also	  worked	  in	  the	  area	  of	  architecture	  to	  resolve	  
similar	  issues	  of	  representation	  and	  indeterminacy. 
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Introduction	  
This	  chapter	  continues	  the	  direction	  that	  this	  thesis	  has	  been	  taking	  with	  regards	  
to	  the	  ways	  that	  Waters’	  writing	  creates	  alternative	  and	  queered	  readings	  of	  
female	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  within	  the	  mainstream	  and	  in	  areas	  of	  dominant	  
hegemony.	  	  Showing	  how	  Waters’	  work	  challenges	  conventional	  cultural	  and	  
historical	  narratives	  of	  lesbianism,	  I	  have	  also	  attempted	  to	  show	  how	  Waters’	  
political	  visibility	  addresses	  the	  inaccessibility	  of	  earlier	  Sapphic	  models	  of	  
representation,	  ones	  that	  Waters’	  PhD	  thesis	  identified	  as	  outmoded	  and	  out	  of	  
date.	  	  The	  chapters	  that	  have	  gone	  before	  this	  one	  reference	  a	  need	  for	  
contemporary	  lesbians	  to	  locate	  a	  genealogy	  that	  establishes	  and	  validates	  their	  
meaningful	  participation	  in	  social	  roles.	  	  As	  such	  it	  has	  been	  consistently	  argued	  
and	  highlighted	  how	  Waters	  authenticates	  working-­‐class	  representations	  of	  
women	  who	  love	  other	  women.	  	  Waters’	  authorial	  reach	  and	  political	  proximity	  
to	  her	  work	  has	  been	  an	  important	  consideration	  for	  this	  thesis	  so	  far.	  	  In	  this	  
regard,	  this	  chapter	  advances	  Waters’	  authorial	  trajectory	  one	  more	  step.	  	  It	  
considers	  how	  her	  writing	  has	  enabled	  and	  influenced	  the	  reproduction	  of	  
working-­‐class	  lesbianism	  on	  mainstream	  television.	  	  Closely	  considering	  Andrew	  
Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (2002)	  it	  will	  show	  how	  Waters’	  
characters	  stammer	  and	  intervene	  in	  the	  creative	  processes	  of	  adaptation	  in	  
order	  to	  challenge	  essentialised	  ideas	  of	  lesbians	  for	  a	  new	  audience	  type.	  	  	  Julie	  
Sanders’	  notion	  of	  textual	  amplification	  is	  closely	  aligned	  with	  Kristeva’s	  ideas	  of	  
the	  stammering	  subject	  and	  will	  be	  used	  to	  help	  underpin	  the	  theoretical	  journey	  
that	  this	  chapter	  takes.	  	  
In	  2012	  Stonewall	  responded	  to	  the	  BBC	  Trust’s	  review	  of	  programming	  
for	  BBC	  1,	  BBC	  2,	  BBC	  3	  and	  BBC	  4.	  	  Stonewall’s	  response	  to	  the	  review	  echoed	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its	  earlier	  findings	  in	  its	  2006	  report,	  Tuned	  Out	  and	  was	  still	  critical	  of	  lesbian	  
representation	  on	  television	  stating	  that	  ‘lesbians	  hardly	  exist	  on	  the	  BBC’	  
(2012).	  	  Stonewall	  sees	  television	  as	  a	  valuable	  way	  of	  ‘educating	  others	  about	  
the	  reality	  of	  gay	  people’s	  lives’	  and	  yet	  found	  that	  gay	  people	  were	  ‘typically	  
under-­‐represented’	  (2012).	  	  In	  light	  of	  this	  concern	  this	  chapter	  will	  consider	  the	  
BBC	  period	  adaptation	  of	  Waters’	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  which	  aired	  in	  2002	  and	  it	  
will	  show	  how	  the	  adaptation,	  written	  for	  the	  small	  screen	  by	  Andrew	  Davies,	  
presents	  a	  version	  of	  same	  sex	  desire	  that	  was	  ahead	  of	  its	  time.	  	  As	  such	  this	  
chapter	  will	  demonstrate	  the	  ways	  that	  Davies’	  adaptation	  normalises	  lesbian	  
experience	  for	  a	  mainstream	  audience.	  	  Waters	  has	  said	  in	  interview	  for	  The	  
Guardian	  that	  she	  expects	  that	  ‘the	  adaptation	  and	  its	  reception	  will	  have	  
positive	  impact	  on	  straight	  perceptions	  of	  lesbianism’	  (Waters,	  2002).	  	  	  In	  light	  of	  
this,	  this	  chapter	  intends	  to	  show	  how	  Davies’	  sensitivity	  and	  creativity	  as	  a	  
screenwriter	  	  ‘positively	  impacts’	  on	  ‘straight	  perceptions’	  of	  same	  sex	  desire	  in	  
the	  way	  that	  he	  challenges	  mainstream,	  primetime-­‐	  viewing	  expectations.	  	  	  
The	  BBC	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  has	  been	  chosen	  because	  Waters	  
admits	  that	  Nancy	  Astley’s	  character	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  the	  one	  who	  has	  a	  
‘voice	  and	  outlook	  that	  feel[s]	  very	  close	  to	  [her]	  own’	  (Waters,	  2002,	  p.	  6).	  	  This	  
makes	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  an	  ideal	  prospect	  for	  consideration,	  because	  this	  
chapter	  intends	  to	  show	  how	  Davies	  presents	  an	  authenticated	  version	  of	  
working	  class	  lesbian	  existence.	  Given	  that	  one	  theoretical	  flow	  through	  this	  
thesis	  has	  been	  to	  demonstrate	  how	  Waters’	  interior-­‐self	  is	  an	  influential	  factor	  
in	  the	  ways	  that	  her	  work	  is	  received,	  it	  seems	  pertinent	  to	  select	  an	  example	  on	  
the	  premise	  that	  it	  is	  one	  that	  feels	  very	  close	  to	  her.	  	  Moreover,	  of	  all	  of	  Waters’	  
books	  that	  have	  made	  the	  transition	  onto	  the	  small	  screen,	  this	  one	  has	  courted	  
the	  most	  publicity	  and	  has	  been	  subject	  to	  the	  most	  critical	  interest.i	  	  Other	  
adaptations	  of	  Waters’	  work	  have	  not	  generated	  the	  same	  level	  of	  media	  
criticism.	  	  For	  example	  The	  Night	  Watch	  (2011)	  was	  nominated	  for	  Stonewall’s	  
broadcast	  of	  the	  year	  and	  was	  reviewed	  more	  seriously.	  While	  other	  adaptations	  
of	  Waters’	  fiction	  have	  been	  highly	  regarded	  by	  Stonewall,	  Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  has	  also	  been	  selected	  for	  analysis	  in	  this	  chapter	  because	  it	  is	  
the	  only	  one	  that	  has	  influenced	  other	  forms	  of	  cultural	  appropriation	  and	  
imitation.	  	  For	  example	  French	  and	  Saunders	  created	  a	  sketch	  Tipping	  o	  the	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Velveteen	  (2005)	  and	  The	  Sun	  ran	  a	  Page	  Three	  feature	  ‘Victorian	  Secrets’	  
(2002).	  	  Davies	  has	  himself	  contributed	  widely	  to	  the	  debates	  on	  the	  public	  
reception	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet.	  	  These	  textual	  spin-­‐offs	  will	  be	  examined	  by	  way	  
of	  a	  discussion	  of	  their	  hyper-­‐consciousness.	  	  
	   Heather	  Emmens	  is	  highly	  critical	  of	  Davies’	  adaptation	  in	  ‘Taming	  the	  
Velvet:	  Lesbian	  Identity	  in	  Cultural	  Adaptations	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet’	  (2009).	  	  
She	  argues	  that	  Davies’	  version	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  compromises	  lesbian	  
stereotypes	  for	  television	  visibility	  and	  maintains	  that	  Davies’	  reputation	  as	  the	  
foremost	  adaptor	  of	  classic	  period	  drama	  television	  hollows	  out	  the	  subversive	  
nature	  of	  Waters’	  lesbian	  stories.	  	  In	  place	  of	  the	  dissidence,	  Emmens	  suggests	  
are	  ‘domesticated’	  versions	  of	  lesbian	  experience	  (2009,	  p.	  134).	  	  Here	  Emmens	  
evokes	  Judith	  Butler’s	  notion	  of	  the	  domestication	  of	  identity.	  	  In	  this	  process	  
transgressive	  characters	  are	  stripped	  of	  their	  subversive	  nature	  in	  order	  to	  
conform	  and	  to	  present	  a	  comfortable	  version	  of	  identity	  that	  would	  otherwise	  
be	  felt	  as	  troublesome	  by	  conventional	  audiences	  (Butler,	  1990).	  	  Nevertheless,	  
this	  chapter	  will	  counter	  criticism	  of	  this	  nature	  through	  the	  debates	  and	  issues	  
of	  the	  erotic	  and	  identity.	  	  The	  use	  of	  the	  erotic	  here	  echoes	  (the	  work	  of)	  Audre	  
Lorde’s	  ‘Uses	  of	  the	  Erotic:	  The	  Erotic	  as	  Power’	  ([1978],	  2007)	  who	  says	  that	  
‘the	  erotic	  is	  the	  nurturer	  or	  nursemaid	  of	  all	  our	  deepest	  knowledge’	  (Lorde,	  
2007,	  p.	  572).	  	  The	  erotic	  is,	  Lorde	  claims:	  
an	  assertion	  of	  the	  lifeforce	  of	  women;	  of	  that	  creative	  energy	  
empowered,	  the	  knowledge	  and	  use	  of	  which	  we	  are	  now	  reclaiming	  in	  
our	  language,	  our	  history	  our	  dancing,	  our	  loving,	  our	  work,	  our	  lives	  
(ibid,	  p.	  571)	  
Here	  Lorde	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  wholeness	  of	  women’s	  lives,	  what	  she	  calls	  
their	  ‘lifeforce’	  and	  states	  that	  the	  erotic	  brings	  harmony	  and	  creativity	  to	  
women.	  	  The	  erotic	  then	  is	  an	  act	  of	  ‘reclamation’	  that	  Davies	  furthers	  through	  
his	  adaptation	  of	  Waters’	  work.	  	  Like	  Lorde,	  Davies	  reflects	  the	  ‘creative	  energy’	  
of	  the	  emotional	  and	  the	  sensual	  aspects	  of	  the	  lives	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  
women.	  	  Davies’	  adaptation	  includes	  the	  physical	  presence	  of	  Waters	  in	  the	  
opening	  scenes.	  	  Including	  her	  material	  body	  in	  this	  way	  allows	  for	  a	  broader	  
engagement	  with	  her	  queer	  persona	  too.	  	  As	  has	  been	  shown	  in	  chapter	  two,	  the	  
idea	  of	  co-­‐produced	  knowledge,	  which	  can	  be	  gained	  from	  access	  to	  Waters’	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interior-­‐	  self,	  is	  a	  potent	  one	  for	  minority	  issues.	  	  Chapter	  two	  illustrates	  the	  
symbiotic	  relationship	  between	  Waters’	  interior-­‐self	  and	  her	  public	  profile	  in	  
order	  to	  provide	  a	  guiding	  governing	  consciousness	  for	  the	  reader.	  	  I	  have	  
refereed	  to	  this	  process	  as	  a	  ‘second	  authorial	  self’	  and	  demonstrated	  the	  
multiple	  ways	  of	  meaning	  making	  which	  can	  be	  generated	  from	  this	  position.	  	  
Thus	  Davies	  uses	  the	  erotic	  to	  connect	  the	  emotional,	  the	  physical	  and	  the	  
political	  side	  of	  lesbianism	  in	  an	  alternative	  and	  visual	  way.	  	  Lorde	  highlights	  
how	  the	  erotic	  is	  the	  ‘bridge’	  that	  links	  these	  otherwise	  incomplete	  states	  
together	  (ibid,	  p.	  572).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  chapter	  will	  ascertain	  how	  Emmens’	  
critique	  of	  Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  misses	  these	  points,	  because	  
of	  her	  primary	  focus	  on	  the	  body	  as	  a	  form	  of	  female	  representation.	  	  Emmens’	  
concentration	  in	  this	  regard	  dislodges	  the	  erotic	  from	  her	  discussion.	  	  Her	  
analysis	  of	  Davies’	  adaptation	  is	  in	  line	  with	  other	  debates	  about	  pornography,	  
which	  according	  to	  Lorde	  are	  diametrically	  opposed	  to	  the	  erotic	  (ibid,	  p.	  571).	  
Moreover,	  Waters	  does	  not	  see	  any	  of	  her	  work	  in	  terms	  of	  a	  pornographic	  
content.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  chapter	  will	  maintain	  that	  Davies’	  adaptation	  
celebrates	  deep	  and	  meaningful	  relationships	  between	  women.	  	  Lorde	  suggests	  
that	  the	  erotic	  functions	  ‘in	  providing	  the	  power	  which	  comes	  from	  sharing	  
deeply	  any	  pursuit	  with	  another	  person.	  The	  sharing	  of	  joy,	  whether	  physical,	  
emotional,	  psychic,	  or	  intellectual,	  forms	  a	  bridge	  between	  sharers’	  (ibid,	  p	  572).	  
This	  chapter	  will	  show	  how	  Davies’	  adaptation	  does	  not	  restrict	  Lorde’s	  
description	  here	  of	  ‘sharers’	  to	  the	  characters	  on	  screen,	  but	  will	  suggest	  that	  the	  
space	  between	  the	  spectator	  and	  the	  television	  screen	  is	  a	  creative	  ‘bridge’	  that	  
is	  permeable	  and	  thus	  allows	  for	  an	  affective,	  or	  emotional,	  transfer	  to	  take	  place	  
between	  the	  adaptation	  and	  the	  viewer.	  	  
During	  the	  interview	  that	  Waters	  gave	  for	  this	  thesis	  she	  observed	  that	  
Davies’	  adaptation	  was	  aired	  during	  a	  ‘cultural	  shift’	  and	  a	  ‘relaxation	  around	  
gayness’	  (2010,	  p	  2).	  	  ‘Lesbian	  culture,’	  Waters	  suggests,	  had	  become	  less	  
anxious	  about	  ‘sexually	  explicit	  images’	  (2010).	  	  This	  ‘relaxation’	  of	  issues	  
around	  sexual	  objectification	  was	  less	  problematic	  in	  lesbian	  culture	  than	  had	  
been	  the	  case	  in	  previous	  decades	  and	  chimed	  at	  the	  time	  when	  Davies’	  adaption	  
hit	  the	  screen	  in	  2002.	  	  Hence,	  according	  to	  Waters,	  representations	  of	  lesbian	  
existence	  which	  exhibit	  a	  ‘frank	  and	  honest’	  engagement	  with	  sex	  and	  desire	  are	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more	  appealing	  as	  ways	  of	  establishing	  and	  authenticating	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  than	  
before	  (2010).	  	  Thus	  the	  sex-­‐driven	  plot	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  harnesses	  a	  
building	  energy	  within	  lesbian	  sub-­‐culture	  that	  was	  attempting	  to	  break	  free	  of	  
the	  old	  ways	  of	  being	  seen	  by	  convention.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  this	  chapter	  will	  
explore	  how	  Davies’	  presentation	  of	  lesbian	  sex	  on	  television	  transforms	  the	  
culturally	  assigned	  negative	  stereotypes	  of	  women	  who	  desire	  other	  women.	  	  In	  
effect,	  it	  will	  show	  how	  Davies	  uses	  his	  adaptation	  to	  energise	  the	  lesbian	  body.	  	  
Stonewall	  identifies	  that	  lesbians	  are	  portrayed	  through	  a	  narrow	  focus	  of	  
comedy	  shows	  on	  television.	  	  Davies’	  adaptation	  challenges	  this	  idea,	  because	  his	  
award	  winning	  background	  as	  a	  screenwriter	  of	  quality	  British	  drama	  influences	  
the	  show’s	  reception	  and	  creates	  new	  spaces	  in	  which	  women	  can	  address	  other	  
women.	  	  
	   In	  addition	  to	  considering	  the	  mainstream	  representation	  of	  same-­‐sex	  
desire,	  this	  chapter	  will	  also	  examine	  the	  creative	  journey	  of	  the	  adaptation	  
process	  itself.	  	  Gérard	  Genette’s	  work	  on	  hypertexts	  will	  enable	  this	  chapter	  to	  
demonstrate	  how	  the	  notion	  of	  transtextuality	  generates	  the	  momentum	  and	  
energy	  needed	  to	  create	  textual	  excess	  of	  meaning.	  	  Genette	  maintains	  that	  all	  
texts	  are	  hypertexts	  and,	  as	  such,	  all	  feed	  off	  and	  bleed	  into	  each	  other.	  	  In	  this	  
way,	  textual	  borders	  become	  fluid	  and	  porous	  and	  evade	  generic	  boundaries.	  	  
This	  is	  an	  especially	  helpful	  concept	  for	  this	  chapter,	  as	  it	  will	  assist	  in	  
demonstrating	  how	  the	  interpretative	  process	  can	  be	  free	  of	  generic	  restriction.	  	  
Moreover,	  these	  principles	  of	  meaning-­‐making	  are	  aligned	  with	  the	  broader	  
debates	  and	  discussions	  that	  have	  taken	  place	  in	  this	  thesis.	  	  In	  Palimpsests	  
([1982]	  1997)	  Genette	  poses	  a	  logical	  problem.	  Whilst	  the	  meaning	  of	  a	  text	  is	  a	  
reflection	  of	  the	  mimetic	  journey	  it	  undertakes,	  what	  arises	  if	  the	  source	  text	  is	  
unknown?	  	  Genette	  maintains	  that	  when	  this	  happens	  the	  hypertextual	  effect	  
‘takes	  on	  a	  somewhat	  subdued	  but	  –	  paradoxically	  –	  all	  the	  more	  vivid	  form’	  (p.	  
383).ii	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  not	  knowing	  the	  first	  copy	  of	  a	  text	  inevitably	  ‘subdues’	  
meaning,	  because	  it	  limits	  the	  cycles	  through	  which	  a	  text	  can	  evolve.	  	  Yet	  at	  the	  
same	  time,	  Genette	  suggests	  that	  there	  is	  also	  a	  paradox	  of	  meaning	  that	  takes	  
place,	  because	  he	  argues	  that	  the	  more	  spaces	  that	  become	  exposed	  during	  the	  
evolutionary	  journey	  of	  a	  text	  towards	  interpretation,	  the	  more	  ‘vivid’	  the	  
meanings	  become.	  	  Julie	  Sanders	  explains	  this	  concept	  another	  way	  in	  Adaptation	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and	  Appropriating	  (2010).	  	  She	  calls	  this	  constantly	  evolving	  relationship	  of	  texts	  
an	  ‘amplification’	  that	  is	  capable	  of	  transcending	  genres	  and	  styles.	  	  Sanders’	  
theories	  on	  adaption	  resonate	  with	  Genette’s	  work	  in	  Palimpsests	  ([1982],	  1997)	  
and	  will	  be	  used	  to	  help	  further	  the	  critical	  direction	  of	  this	  chapter	  in	  terms	  of	  
illuminating	  how	  Davies’	  adaption	  presents	  viewers	  with	  an	  amplified	  version	  of	  
lesbian	  subjectivity	  that	  exceeds	  ideas	  of	  genre	  and	  normative	  culture.	  	  This	  
chapter	  will	  draw	  attention	  to	  Waters’	  cameo	  appearance	  in	  Davies’	  adaptation	  
and	  highlight	  the	  places	  where	  she	  extends	  her	  authorial	  presence	  into	  the	  
production.	  	  In	  so	  doing	  this	  chapter	  will	  posit	  the	  notion	  that	  Waters’	  authorial	  
role	  functions	  as	  the	  hypotext	  from	  which	  all	  other	  textual	  versions	  emanate.	  	  
Previous	  chapters	  have	  discussed	  the	  levels	  to	  which	  Waters’	  work	  counters	  the	  
ways	  in	  which	  stories	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  have	  been	  ‘elided,	  obscured	  or	  
misrepresented	  by	  patriarchal	  narratives	  of	  the	  past’	  (Waters,	  2010).	  	  This	  
chapter	  will	  demonstrate	  how	  Waters’	  connection	  to	  Davies’	  adaption,	  both	  
implied	  and	  explicit,	  provides	  the	  hypotextual	  source	  out	  of	  which	  emerges	  the	  
themes	  and	  issues	  that	  Davies’	  adaptation	  address.	  	  
Jim	  Collins’	  work	  in	  ‘Genericity	  in	  the	  Nineties’	  ([1994]	  2009)	  will	  be	  used	  
in	  this	  chapter	  to	  examine	  the	  hypotextual	  relationship	  between	  Waters	  and	  the	  
adapted	  text.	  	  In	  the	  absence	  of	  historical	  and	  cultural	  records	  of	  working	  class	  
lesbian	  lived	  existence,	  this	  chapter	  will	  explore	  the	  possibility	  that	  Waters’	  
inclusion	  in	  Davies’	  adaptation	  helps	  further	  to	  validate	  a	  sense	  of	  lesbian	  
genealogy.	  	  Collins	  suggests	  that	  knowledge	  is	  formed	  when	  ‘patterns	  of	  signs’	  
become	  ‘conventionalized	  in	  such	  a	  way	  that	  they	  are	  taken	  to	  be	  real’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
465).	  	  In	  this	  way,	  gender	  norms	  are	  absorbed	  within	  a	  hierarchy	  because	  the	  
‘patterns’	  as	  acts	  of	  behaviour	  form	  part	  of	  a	  cultural	  narrative.	  	  This	  chapter	  will	  
demonstrate	  how	  Davies’	  adaptation	  disrupts	  this	  distribution	  of	  power	  by	  
evoking	  Waters’	  authorial	  presence.	  	  Though	  in	  period	  costume,	  Waters	  is	  
recognisable	  in	  her	  cameo	  role.	  	  She	  is	  not	  disguised	  and	  is	  very	  evident	  for	  the	  
viewer	  to	  see.	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  cultural	  legacy	  that	  has	  been	  denied	  to	  lesbians	  
is	  countered,	  because	  Waters	  represents	  someone	  who	  is	  openly	  lesbian,	  but	  
who	  is	  also	  framed	  within	  an	  historical	  period	  where	  lesbians	  were	  not	  socially	  
visible.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  this	  chapter	  will	  show	  how	  Davies	  is	  attempting	  to	  extricate	  
the	  lesbian-­‐figure	  from	  the	  fixed	  knowledge	  of	  its	  production,	  through	  a	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discussion	  of	  how	  the	  presence	  of	  the	  author	  in	  his	  adaptation	  intervenes	  in	  the	  




In	  his	  book	  Palimpsests	  ([1982]1997)	  Genette	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  all	  texts	  are	  
transtexual	  by	  their	  nature.	  	  Citing	  the	  transcendent	  quality	  of	  a	  text	  to	  explain	  
this,	  he	  says	  that	  ‘the	  object	  of	  poetics	  is	  not	  the	  (literary)	  text	  but	  its	  textual	  
transcendence,	  its	  textual	  links	  with	  other	  texts’	  (Foreword).	  	  For	  Genette,	  the	  
‘literary’	  or	  original	  text	  is	  not	  the	  focus	  of	  importance.	  	  Instead,	  he	  maintains	  
that	  it	  is	  a	  text’s	  evolution	  that	  is	  of	  interest.	  	  The	  idea	  that	  literary	  studies	  should	  
concern	  itself	  with	  the	  ‘textual	  links	  [made]	  with	  other	  texts’	  chimes	  nicely	  with	  
the	  notion	  of	  intertextuality.	  iii	  This	  is	  because	  Genette	  identifies	  how	  the	  
palimpsestic	  nature	  of	  a	  text	  provides	  a	  creative	  landscape	  out	  of	  which	  new	  
interpretative	  opportunities	  emerge;	  opportunities	  Genette	  refers	  to	  as	  
hypertextual.	  	  Genette	  identifies	  textual	  excess	  through	  the	  nature	  of	  ‘hyper’	  as	  
this	  term	  evokes	  meaning	  making	  far	  and	  beyond	  the	  limitations	  of	  the	  bounded	  
text.	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  Genette	  engenders	  a	  sense	  of	  momentum	  and	  movement	  
that	  feels	  like	  an	  intuitive	  position	  from	  which	  to	  analyse	  moving	  image.	  	  
Moreover,	  Genette	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  transformative	  qualities	  of	  
hypertextuality	  when	  he	  says:	  
[a]ny	  text	  is	  a	  hypertext,	  grafting	  itself	  onto	  a	  hypotext,	  an	  earlier	  text	  that	  
it	  imitates	  or	  transforms;	  any	  writing	  is	  rewriting;	  and	  literature	  is	  always	  
in	  the	  second	  degree	  (Foreword).	  	  
In	  other	  words,	  according	  to	  Genette	  any	  text	  is	  an	  iteration	  of	  an	  earlier	  text	  that	  
it	  either	  ‘imitates	  or	  transforms.’	  	  Genette	  calls	  the	  earlier	  text	  ‘hypotext’	  and	  
uses	  this	  term	  to	  encompass	  genre	  and	  category	  (what	  he	  deems	  the	  architext).	  	  	  
In	  so	  doing,	  Genette	  maintains	  that	  each	  turn	  of	  imitation	  or	  transformation	  of	  
the	  hypotext	  generates	  the	  palimpsest	  and,	  thus,	  extends	  textual	  meaning	  
beyond	  the	  confines	  of	  genre,	  discourse	  or	  category.	  	  
	   	  Julie	  Sanders	  shares	  a	  similar	  viewpoint	  to	  Genette.	  	  In	  her	  introduction	  
to	  Adaptation	  and	  Appropriation	  (2010),	  Sanders	  questions	  the	  necessity	  and	  
even	  the	  capacity	  for	  a	  text	  to	  be	  original.	  	  Instead,	  she	  highlights	  the	  way	  that	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texts	  ‘encompass	  and	  respond	  to	  each	  other	  both	  during	  the	  process	  of	  their	  
creation	  and	  composition	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  individual	  reader’s	  or	  spectator’s	  
response’	  (2010,	  p.	  2).	  	  Like	  Genette,	  Sanders	  sees	  the	  layering	  of	  textual	  
meaning	  as	  a	  force	  of	  energy	  when	  she	  describes	  the	  process	  of	  ‘creation	  and	  
composition’	  as	  	  ‘encompass[ing]	  and	  respond[ing]’	  to	  each	  hypertext.	  	  Here	  the	  
adapted	  text	  is	  palimpsestuous	  because	  of	  the	  other	  texts	  that	  it	  consumes.	  	  
Sanders	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  the	  hypertextual	  nature	  of	  an	  adapted	  text	  relies,	  to	  
a	  certain	  extent,	  upon	  the	  hypotext	  in	  question,	  the	  director	  and	  the	  
screenwriting	  processes	  involved	  in	  making	  the	  adaptation.	  	  As	  Sanders	  
suggests,	  each	  of	  these	  influences	  bring	  their	  own	  production	  style	  and	  vision,	  
their	  politics	  and	  standards,	  their	  reputations	  and	  expertise	  to	  bear	  on	  the	  
adaptation	  process;	  which	  is	  generally	  fuelled	  by	  political,	  ethical	  or	  even	  
commercial	  commitments	  (ibid,	  p.	  3).	  	  Again,	  in	  highlighting	  these	  processes,	  
Sanders	  is	  emphasising	  the	  procreative	  journey	  a	  text	  undergoes	  when	  it	  is	  being	  
adapted.	  	  Each	  stage,	  you	  might	  argue,	  fuels	  the	  hypertext	  as	  it	  is	  propelled	  
through	  the	  creative	  space	  of	  screen	  writing	  towards	  its	  small	  screen	  
destination.	  	  	  
Sanders’	  description	  of	  the	  adaptive	  process	  echoes	  Genette’s	  ideas	  of	  
transtexuality,	  used	  by	  him	  to	  refer	  to	  ‘the	  textual	  transcendence	  of	  the	  text’	  
(1997,	  p.	  1).	  	  Genette	  maintains	  that	  ‘transtexuality	  [takes	  meaning	  
making]…beyond,	  and	  at	  the	  same	  time	  subsumes	  [the	  whole	  text]’	  (ibid,	  p.1).	  
Textual	  transcendence,	  he	  maintains,	  observes	  relationships	  with	  other	  texts	  
that	  are	  both	  ‘obvious	  and	  concealed’	  (ibid,	  p	  1).	  	  Here,	  Genette’s	  language	  
presents	  the	  fluidity	  between	  textual	  meaning	  as	  a	  tactile	  and	  sensual	  
experience,	  as	  it	  evokes	  images	  of	  consuming,	  subsuming	  and	  transcendence	  and	  
all	  are	  states	  which	  merge	  into	  and	  out	  of	  each	  other.	  These	  embodiments	  
demonstrate	  an	  evolving	  dialogue	  between	  the	  hypotext	  and	  the	  adapted	  text,	  
which	  exceed	  the	  boundaries	  of	  each	  other.	  	  Each	  creative	  evolution	  is	  limitless	  
in	  its	  textual	  possibilities	  and	  Sanders	  endorses	  this	  when	  she	  makes	  the	  point	  
that	  ‘[t]he	  process	  of	  adaptation	  is	  constant	  and	  ongoing’	  (2010,	  p.	  24).	  	  Indeed	  
Sanders	  see	  the	  re-­‐visionary	  nature	  of	  adaptation	  in	  terms	  of	  an	  ‘amplification’	  
that	  can	  transcend	  genres	  and	  styles	  (ibid,	  p	  18).	  	  	  	  
	  
	   190	  
Transtextual	  Relationships	  
In	  2002	  the	  BBC	  production	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  aired	  on	  television.	  	  It	  was	  
produced	  by	  Sally	  Head	  Productions	  and	  adapted	  for	  the	  small	  screen	  by	  award	  
winning	  screenwriter	  Andrew	  Davies.	  	  Davies	  is	  best	  known	  for	  creating	  classic	  
period	  drama	  for	  television,	  like	  Jane	  Austen’s	  Pride	  and	  Prejudice	  (1995)	  and	  
more	  recently	  Leo	  Tolstoy’s	  War	  and	  Peace	  (2016).	  	  Sarah	  Cardwell	  observes	  in	  
her	  book	  entitled	  Andrew	  Davies	  (2005)	  that	  Davies’	  ‘best-­‐known	  adaptations	  
are	  taken	  from	  major,	  canonical	  eighteenth	  and	  (especially)	  nineteenth-­‐century	  
novels’	  (2005,	  p	  111).	  	  Cardwell	  points	  out	  that	  his	  reputation	  for	  classic	  novel	  
adaptation	  was	  built	  between	  1994	  and	  2002	  and	  argues	  that	  the	  work	  he	  
adapted	  during	  this	  time	  is	  his	  best.	  	  She	  says,	  ‘his	  adaptations	  of	  Austen,	  Eliot,	  
Defoe	  and	  Thackeray	  outshine	  his	  previous	  adaptations’	  (ibid,	  p.	  111).	  	  So	  
notable	  is	  Davies	  for	  his	  work	  in	  adaptation	  that	  Cardwell	  asserts	  that	  ‘one	  could	  
go	  so	  far	  as	  to	  say	  that	  he	  has	  shaped	  the	  genre	  on	  British	  television’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
117).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Davies’	  contribution	  towards	  lesbian	  representation	  on	  
television	  is	  significant	  and	  noteworthy.	  
	   One	  of	  Davies’	  trademark	  adaptation	  styles	  is	  a	  large	  ‘ensemble’	  of	  
characters	  (Cardwell,	  ibid,	  p.	  115).	  	  Though	  he	  favours	  strong	  female	  leads,	  
Cardwell	  notes	  that	  he	  veers	  away	  from	  presenting	  a	  main	  protagonist	  
supported	  by	  a	  cast	  of	  ‘minor	  and	  incidental	  characters’	  (ibid,	  p.	  115).	  	  Indeed,	  
the	  classic	  novels	  Davies	  tends	  to	  choose	  house	  a	  series	  of	  strong	  characters,	  
each	  part	  of	  a	  closely	  worked	  out	  plot	  and,	  as	  Cardwell	  observes,	  this	  method	  
allows	  Davies	  ‘to	  foreground	  ambivalent	  or	  morally	  dubious	  characters,	  
presenting	  them	  sympathetically…allowing	  us	  to	  watch	  ironically’	  (ibid,	  p.	  115).	  	  
The	  sense	  of	  ‘irony’	  Cardwell	  refers	  to	  here	  maintains	  a	  critical	  distance	  between	  
the	  viewer	  and	  subject	  matter,	  because	  Davies	  presents	  works	  of	  fiction	  that	  are	  
held	  in	  high	  esteem	  and	  are	  canonical.	  	  These	  adaptations	  elicit	  feelings	  of	  
reproach	  towards	  certain	  characters	  because	  they	  expose	  flaws	  and	  limitations	  
and	  have	  ensured	  that	  Davies’	  tendency	  to	  favour	  classic-­‐period	  genre	  has	  made	  
certain	  his	  popularity	  with	  a	  viewing	  public	  eager	  to	  address	  the	  past.	  	  Indeed,	  
Cardwell	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  Davies’	  portfolio	  of	  classic-­‐period	  genre	  
adaptations	  is	  now	  so	  extensive	  that	  his	  work	  instantly	  is	  recognisable	  and	  easily	  
attributed	  to	  him.	  	  Davies	  prefers	  to	  write	  about	  subject	  matter	  that	  is	  closely	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aligned	  with	  groups	  of	  people	  who	  have	  inter-­‐connected	  relationships.	  	  He	  also	  
likes	  to	  adapt	  stories	  that	  feature	  female-­‐centred	  issues.	  	  Cardwell	  suggests	  that	  
Davies	  attempts	  to	  keep	  his	  adaptations	  as	  close	  to	  the	  spirit	  of	  the	  material	  he	  is	  
adapting	  and	  this	  feature	  only	  serves	  to	  reinforce	  his	  status	  for	  the	  viewer,	  
because	  his	  adaptations	  are	  always	  so	  clearly	  aligned	  with	  the	  classic	  text.	  	  These	  
are,	  according	  to	  Cardwell,	  the	  signature	  markers	  that	  Davies	  has	  become	  known	  
for.	  	  Indeed	  his	  reputation	  is	  one	  that	  is	  sought	  after,	  as	  the	  evidence	  from	  
producers	  attests.	  	  Cardwell	  highlights	  how	  ‘producer[s]	  seek	  the	  very	  elements	  
that	  define	  his	  style	  –	  producers	  want	  a	  “Davies	  adaptation”’	  (ibid,	  p.	  115).	  	  The	  
important	  point	  here,	  as	  Cardwell	  identifies,	  is	  that	  the	  demand	  for	  Davies’	  ‘style’	  
has	  allowed	  him	  to	  ‘consolidate	  and	  confirm	  his	  particular	  approach	  to	  adaption	  
and	  his	  resulting	  authorial	  voice’	  (ibid,	  p.	  115).	  	  In	  the	  same	  way	  that	  this	  thesis	  
has	  consistently	  argued	  that	  Waters’	  reputation	  has	  been	  crafted	  through	  her	  
locatable	  authorial	  voice,	  Cardwell	  is	  making	  the	  same	  observations	  about	  
Davies.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  his	  eminent	  position	  as	  the	  creator	  of	  a	  ‘Davies	  
adaptation’	  means	  that	  his	  authorial	  voice	  is	  intrinsically	  part	  of	  his	  adaptive	  
processes.	  	  So,	  when	  a	  viewer	  watches	  one	  of	  his	  adaptations,	  Davies’	  authorial	  
presence	  provides	  an	  additional	  textual	  layer	  of	  meaning.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  
Davies’	  authorial	  presence	  is	  part	  of	  the	  transtextual	  nature	  of	  the	  text	  according	  
to	  Genette.	  	  
Davies’	  authorial	  presence	  forms	  part	  of	  the	  interpretive	  processes	  for	  the	  
viewer	  in	  such	  a	  way	  that	  his	  work	  closely	  is	  associated	  with	  his	  name	  and	  is	  
instantly	  recognisable.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  when	  Davies	  decided	  to	  vary	  his	  style	  
when	  adapting	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  it	  was	  very	  noticeable.	  	  Davies	  broke	  with	  his	  
own	  tradition	  and	  presented	  an	  adaptation	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  that	  has	  a	  single	  
protagonist,	  Nancy	  Astley	  and	  a	  cast	  of	  minor	  characters	  in	  supporting	  roles	  and	  
who	  are	  mostly	  from	  disparate	  backgrounds,	  of	  different	  regions,	  sexualities	  and	  
social	  status.	  This	  directly	  contradicts	  Davies’	  notable	  preference	  for	  ensemble	  
castings,	  which	  lack	  the	  need	  for	  one	  lead	  character.	  Davies’	  ‘television	  work	  is	  
rich	  in	  voices,	  which	  sometimes	  speak	  in	  unison,	  sometimes	  differ	  from,	  and	  
sometimes	  contradict	  one	  another’	  (Cardwell,	  ibid,	  p.	  114).	  	  Again,	  Davies’	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  unlike	  the	  work	  Davies	  is	  usually	  known	  for	  and,	  because	  of	  
this,	  it	  sits	  outside	  of	  the	  generic	  features	  of	  the	  genre	  he	  has	  given	  his	  name	  to.	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For	  instance,	  he	  has	  remained	  faithful	  to	  the	  bildungsroman	  story-­‐telling	  format	  
of	  Nancy’s	  coming	  of	  age	  tale,	  where	  he	  presents	  a	  story	  of	  a	  young	  woman	  who	  
is	  strong	  and	  led	  by	  her	  developing	  sense	  of	  self.	  	  When	  Nancy	  is	  humiliated	  by	  
Walter	  and	  Kitty’s	  marriage,	  Davies	  removes	  any	  questions	  of	  moral	  judgment	  
from	  Nancy’s	  behaviour	  as	  a	  rent-­‐boy	  and	  in	  so	  doing,	  shows	  it	  as	  a	  continuation	  
of	  her	  theatre	  performances.	  	  In	  the	  source	  text	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  Waters	  
helps	  her	  readers	  make	  this	  distinction.	  	  She	  says:	  	  
the	  world	  of	  actors	  and	  artistes,	  and	  the	  gay	  world	  in	  which	  I	  now	  found	  	  
myself	  working,	  are	  not	  so	  very	  different...Both	  are	  a	  curious	  mix	  of	  magic	  
and	  necessity,	  glamour	  and	  sweat.	  Both	  have	  their	  types	  (Waters,	  1998,	  p.	  
203).	  	  	  
Davies	  presents	  Nancy’s	  renter	  episode	  through	  this	  ‘curious	  mix’	  of	  
performances.	  	  The	  scenes	  are	  visually	  pleasing	  with	  colourful	  costumes,	  they	  
are	  comic	  with	  their	  mix	  of	  characters	  and	  ‘necessity’	  and	  Nancy	  retains	  a	  sense	  
of	  ‘glamour’	  and	  control	  throughout.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  unlike	  other	  Davies	  
characters	  of	  classic-­‐period	  genre	  whom	  are	  morally	  dubious,	  like	  Wickham	  
from	  Pride	  and	  Prejudice	  (1995),	  Nancy	  is	  shown	  to	  be	  resourceful	  and	  self-­‐
sufficient,	  at	  one	  point	  winking	  to	  the	  audience.	  	  
In	  a	  similarly	  unorthodox	  fashion	  for	  his	  style,	  Davies	  deals	  with	  the	  story	  
of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  and	  its	  cast	  of	  minor	  characters	  who	  pass	  fleetingly	  through	  
Nancy’s	  life	  as	  her	  circumstances	  change.	  	  Though	  Kitty	  Butler	  and	  Florence	  
attract	  Nancy’s	  affections,	  their	  lives	  are	  unrelated	  to	  each	  other.	  	  This	  is	  borne	  
out	  in	  terms	  of	  their	  class	  and	  politics.	  	  Kitty	  is	  attracted	  to	  the	  finer	  details	  of	  
life,	  whereas	  Florence	  is	  a	  social	  activist	  living	  with	  her	  brother.	  	  The	  themes	  and	  
issues	  that	  develop	  in	  the	  story,	  like	  sexuality,	  are	  areas	  in	  which	  Davies	  departs	  
from	  the	  convention	  of	  the	  style	  he	  is	  known	  for.	  	  For	  instance,	  Davies	  makes	  it	  
clear	  from	  the	  beginning	  that	  Nancy	  desires	  other	  women.	  	  This	  enables	  him	  to	  
show	  her	  romantically	  involved	  with	  other	  women	  and	  experiencing	  universal	  
emotions	  of	  betrayal,	  distress,	  loss,	  lust	  and	  love	  that	  are	  connected	  to	  the	  act	  of	  
desire,	  rather	  than	  to	  her	  sexuality.	  	  For	  example,	  Kitty’s	  romance	  with	  Nancy	  is	  
exposed	  for	  the	  transient	  affair	  it	  is.	  Davies	  leaves	  the	  heights	  of	  passion	  in	  the	  
adaptation	  and	  contrasts	  this	  with	  the	  lows	  that	  follow,	  as	  he	  keeps	  in	  Kitty’s	  
marriage	  to	  Walter.	  	  Florence,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  is	  shown	  to	  offer	  Nancy	  the	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type	  of	  stable	  relationship	  she	  craves.	  	  The	  alternative	  family	  dynamic	  that	  Nancy	  
and	  Florence	  set	  up	  with	  her	  brother	  and	  baby	  Cyril	  challenges	  the	  close	  
community	  companionship	  that	  is	  typically	  found	  in	  a	  ‘Davies	  adaptation.’	  	  
Unlike	  Pride	  and	  Prejudice	  for	  instance,	  where	  Davies’	  adaption	  follows	  the	  
source	  text	  and	  upholds	  the	  institution	  of	  marriage,	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  intervenes	  
in	  the	  heterosexism	  of	  these	  social	  foundations.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Davies	  clearly	  
disrupts	  not	  only	  the	  sense	  of	  normality	  that	  classic-­‐genre	  drama	  supports,	  but	  
he	  also	  exceeds	  the	  generic	  boundaries	  of	  classic-­‐adaptation	  genre	  he	  is	  
recognised	  for.	  	  These	  factors	  allow	  Davies	  to	  preserve	  the	  subversive	  and	  
transgressive	  nature	  of	  Waters’	  text,	  without	  allowing	  his	  reputation	  to	  dilute	  the	  
political	  content	  of	  the	  book.	  	  
Cardwell	  argues	  that	  in	  order	  to	  ‘interpret	  and	  evaluate’	  classic	  
adaptation	  genre	  the	  ‘generic	  context	  is	  important’	  (2005,	  p.	  117).	  	  She	  goes	  
further	  in	  stating	  that:	  
Davies’s	  sustained	  work	  within	  the	  same	  [classic	  adaptation]	  genre	  has	  
allowed	  him	  to	  develop	  a	  keen	  awareness	  of	  its	  conventions,	  to	  the	  extent	  
he	  has	  become	  a	  major	  author	  of	  it.	  	  Indeed,	  this	  genre	  has	  proved	  to	  be	  
one	  of	  Davies’s	  most	  productive	  working	  relationships	  (ibid,	  p.117).	  
It	  is	  because	  of	  Davies’	  intimate	  knowledge	  of	  the	  genre	  ‘his	  keen	  awareness’	  and	  
his	  ‘authority’	  on	  the	  subject	  that	  it	  is	  notable	  when	  he	  deviates	  from	  the	  generic	  
qualities	  associated	  with	  the	  classic	  adaptation	  genre.	  	  Davies	  is	  recognised	  for	  
his	  mastery	  in	  this	  arena	  of	  writing.	  Therefore	  I	  want	  to	  suggest	  that	  his	  scripting	  
of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  a	  purposeful	  attempt	  to	  offer	  the	  viewer	  an	  alternative	  
viewing	  experience	  of	  period	  drama.	  Indeed,	  as	  Davies	  says	  in	  the	  foreword	  to	  
Mitchell’s	  book:	  ‘I	  felt	  [Tipping	  the	  Velvet]	  was	  something	  that	  needed	  to	  be	  seen	  
on	  screens	  throughout	  the	  country.	  And	  so	  I	  accepted	  the	  commission	  and	  
started	  work’	  (2013,	  Kindle	  Edition).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Davies	  subverts	  the	  genre	  
he	  is	  synonymous	  with	  in	  order	  to	  tell	  a	  transgressive	  story	  in	  an	  (un)orthodox	  
way.	  	  It	  was	  at	  the	  point	  when	  Nan	  was	  a	  prostitute	  dressed	  as	  a	  soldier	  when	  
Davies’	  imagination	  was	  caught.	  	  He	  says:	  ‘the	  moment	  I	  decided	  to	  dramatize	  
this	  book	  was	  when	  I	  was	  reading	  the	  scene	  in	  which	  our	  heroine	  appears	  in	  the	  
top	  half	  of	  a	  Guardsman	  uniform,	  red	  cap	  and	  black	  shiny	  boots,	  and	  nothing	  else	  
except	  a	  giant	  leather	  dildo’	  (ibid).	  The	  changes	  to	  Davies’	  style	  that	  have	  been	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observed	  so	  far	  echo	  the	  political	  motivations	  Waters	  has	  in	  terms	  of	  her	  
intention	  to	  normalise	  lesbian	  desire	  through	  her	  writing	  (2010).	  In	  this	  way,	  by	  
Davies	  challenging	  his	  own	  generic	  style	  and	  closely	  aligning	  himself	  with	  
Waters,	  he	  also	  ‘normalises’	  lesbian	  lived	  existence,	  as	  he	  plays	  with	  the	  sites	  of	  
the	  authorial	  and	  narratorial	  voices.	  	  
	  	  
Authorial	  and	  Narratorial	  Voices	  	  
Throughout	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  Davies	  maintains	  Nancy’s	  first	  person	  narrative	  
voice	  with	  the	  effect	  of	  allowing	  her	  directly	  to	  address	  the	  audience.	  	  This	  way	  of	  
filming	  decreases	  the	  critical	  distance	  between	  the	  viewer	  and	  adaptation	  that	  
Cardwell	  argues	  Davies’	  style	  and	  tone	  have	  become	  noted	  for.	  	  The	  visual	  style	  
and	  the	  filming	  techniques	  of	  the	  opening	  sequence	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  directly	  
invite	  the	  spectator	  into	  the	  adaptation.	  The	  voice	  of	  Nancy	  Astley	  can	  be	  heard	  
describing	  the	  mise-­‐en-­‐scène,	  the	  harbour,	  the	  landscape	  of	  Whitstable	  and	  the	  
oyster	  parlour.	  	  In	  doing	  this,	  Nancy	  controls	  the	  gaze	  of	  the	  camera.	  	  As	  she	  leads	  
the	  bystander	  through	  each	  scene,	  the	  critical	  distance	  between	  the	  text	  and	  the	  
viewer	  becomes	  increasingly	  denied,	  because	  the	  scenes	  provide	  an	  immersive	  
experience	  for	  the	  audience.	  	  This	  sense	  of	  close	  proximity	  between	  the	  spectator	  
and	  the	  character	  is	  realised	  through	  the	  focalisation	  of	  the	  shot.	  	  Orientated	  
from	  the	  perspective	  of	  the	  onlooker,	  the	  camera	  becomes	  the	  surrogate	  for	  the	  
spectator,	  acting	  as	  a	  set	  of	  their	  eyes.	  Thus	  when	  Nancy	  directly	  addresses	  the	  
audience	  the	  adapted	  text	  becomes	  affective	  through	  the	  juxtaposition	  of	  the	  two	  
elements	  of	  image	  and	  voice.	  	  The	  spectator	  is	  both	  inside	  and	  outside	  of	  the	  shot	  
at	  once	  and	  this	  simultaneity	  provides	  a	  creative	  space	  where	  interpretation	  is	  
amplified	  and	  enhanced.	  Davies’	  loyalty	  to	  the	  source	  text	  magnifies	  the	  meaning	  
making,	  because	  it	  celebrates	  its	  ongoing	  interaction	  between	  the	  adaptation	  and	  
Waters’	  original	  novel.	  This	  is	  because	  the	  camerawork,	  attention	  to	  dialogue	  
and	  foregrounding	  of	  a	  female	  protagonist	  are	  faithful	  to	  their	  novelist	  roots	  and	  
invite	  interpretative	  dialogues	  to	  take	  place	  between	  the	  adaptation	  and	  novel	  in	  
this	  regard.	  	  The	  book	  and	  the	  adaptation	  mirror	  each	  other	  in	  this	  way,	  as	  
Waters’	  book	  gives	  narratorial	  control	  to	  Nancy’s	  character.	  	  For	  example	  the	  
opening	  of	  the	  novel	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  begins	  with	  a	  direct	  address	  to	  the	  
reader.	  	  Nancy	  says	  ‘have	  you	  ever	  tasted	  a	  Whitstable	  oyster?’	  (Waters,	  Tipping	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the	  Velvet,	  1999,	  p.	  3).	  	  In	  comparison,	  the	  opening	  assembly	  of	  sight	  and	  sounds	  
in	  the	  adaptation	  replicates	  the	  opening	  scene	  of	  the	  novel	  without	  exception.	  	  As	  
a	  consequence,	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  there	  is	  an	  authorial	  echo	  of	  intertextuality	  
present,	  which	  feeds	  an	  innovation	  of	  new	  ideas	  with	  new	  audiences.	  	  Thus	  the	  
direct	  speech	  to	  camera	  made	  by	  Nancy	  is	  a	  powerful	  way	  of	  communicating	  
with	  the	  viewer	  and	  is	  used	  for	  subject	  guidance	  or	  direction.	  	  It	  is	  an	  intimate	  
form	  of	  address	  that	  grants	  the	  audience	  direct	  access	  to	  Nancy’s	  subjectivity.	  
Her	  narrative	  voice	  is	  used	  to	  sustain	  the	  spectator’s	  interest,	  while	  at	  the	  same	  
time	  it	  is	  a	  useful	  device	  that	  can	  be	  used	  to	  introduce	  broader	  ideas	  and	  themes	  
as	  the	  story	  unfolds.	  	  For	  instance	  not	  only	  does	  Nancy’s	  story	  reveal	  the	  hidden	  
histories	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  the	  adaptation’s	  light	  
touch	  on	  the	  subject	  matter	  both	  materially	  and	  aesthetically	  recreates	  the	  
nineteenth	  century	  landscape	  which	  Waters’	  realism	  carefully	  constructs.	  	  In	  this	  
way,	  Nancy’s	  first	  person	  narration	  validates	  what	  is	  being	  seen	  and	  heard	  by	  the	  
viewer.	  	  Her	  personal	  accounts	  are	  invested	  in	  her	  way	  her	  life	  and,	  in	  so	  being,	  
they	  provide	  a	  bridge	  of	  relatable	  experiences	  for	  the	  audience.	  	  
The	  relationship	  between	  Davies	  and	  the	  scripts	  that	  he	  writes	  has	  an	  
implicit	  connection	  according	  to	  a	  claim	  made	  by	  Cardwell.	  	  She	  maintains	  that	  
he	  writes	  with	  the	  intention	  to	  ‘strongly	  shape	  the	  programmes’	  he	  scripts	  and	  
thus	  influences	  the	  thoughts,	  reactions	  and	  responses	  of	  his	  audience	  while	  
watching	  his	  adaptations	  (2005,	  p.	  17).	  	  Cardwell	  maintains	  that	  ‘Davies’s	  
authorial	  role	  brings	  positive	  benefits	  to	  us	  as	  viewers	  and	  critics’	  (ibid,	  p.	  17).	  	  
The	  ‘positive	  benefits’	  of	  Davies’	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  can	  be	  experienced	  in	  the	  way	  
that	  he	  layers	  examples	  of	  marginal	  experience	  within	  the	  adaptation.	  	  For	  
example,	  when	  Davies	  includes	  Waters	  in	  the	  early	  opening	  scenes	  he	  is	  making	  
a	  connection	  back	  to	  Waters.	  	  As	  the	  author	  of	  lesbian	  literature,	  Waters’	  physical	  
presence	  channels	  the	  debates	  surrounding	  issues	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  This	  issue	  
has	  been	  discussed	  in	  chapter	  two	  in	  particular,	  but	  is	  broadened	  out	  here	  to	  
consider	  the	  ways	  that	  Davies	  uses	  Waters’	  appearance	  to	  generate	  new	  creative	  
initiatives.	  	  For	  instance,	  audience	  members	  from	  the	  mainstream	  who	  are	  
unfamiliar	  with	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  could	  be	  encouraged	  to	  seek	  out	  and	  
investigate	  further	  who	  Waters	  is,	  if	  they	  do	  not	  know.	  	  The	  process	  of	  co-­‐
production	  of	  knowledge	  that	  is	  being	  suggested	  here	  works	  in	  a	  similar	  way	  to	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the	  notion	  of	  a	  governing	  consciousness	  that	  was	  spoken	  of	  in	  the	  beginning	  of	  
this	  thesis	  in	  chapter	  one.	  	  In	  these	  regards,	  Waters	  occupies	  a	  physical	  space	  
within	  the	  adaptation	  as	  a	  cameo,	  yet	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  she	  has	  a	  liminal	  
presence	  as	  the	  creator	  of	  the	  source	  text.	  	  These	  two	  distinct	  and	  yet	  borderless	  
roles	  are	  both	  caught	  up	  in	  the	  transtextual	  nature	  of	  the	  adaptation.	  	  As	  a	  
consequence,	  for	  the	  existing	  televiewers	  who	  are	  typically	  accustomed	  to	  
watching	  Davies-­‐style,	  classic-­‐period	  drama,	  the	  hidden	  lived	  existence	  of	  
working-­‐class	  lesbians	  is	  brought	  to	  the	  fore	  of	  the	  imagination.	  	  Lesbian	  lived	  
existence	  is	  materialised	  by	  Waters’	  appearance	  in	  the	  cameo	  role,	  because	  as	  
was	  argued	  in	  chapter	  two,	  the	  connection	  between	  Waters	  the	  public	  
intellectual,	  gay	  activist	  and	  author,	  helps	  being	  new	  knowledge	  to	  an	  unfamiliar	  
audience.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  Seán	  Burke	  argues	  that	  the	  ‘re-­‐entry	  of	  the	  subject	  into	  the	  
[text]	  disrupts	  its	  claims	  to	  objectivity,	  allows	  energies	  and	  forces	  to	  exceed	  and	  
elude	  its	  reading	  in	  programmatic	  or	  linguistic	  terms’	  ([1992],	  2008,	  p.	  182).	  	  
Using	  Burke’s	  theory	  here,	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  Waters’	  cameo	  appearance	  or	  
‘re-­‐entry	  of	  the	  subject	  into	  the	  [text]’	  signals	  an	  authorial	  performance,	  which	  
‘exceeds’	  traditional	  viewing	  of	  Davies’	  work	  and	  reading	  of	  Waters’	  novels.	  	  At	  
once	  new	  ‘energies’	  are	  released	  which	  generate	  other	  meanings.	  	  Such	  an	  
overlap	  or	  cross-­‐fertility	  between	  borders	  of	  meaning	  are	  the	  places	  for	  Burke	  
where	  ‘intention,	  influence	  and	  revision’	  take	  place	  and	  they	  create	  the	  times	  
when	  the	  ‘author-­‐ity	  and	  creativity	  of	  the	  author-­‐figure	  exerts	  its	  pressure	  on	  the	  
textual	  enclosure’	  (ibid,	  p.	  183).	  	  When	  Waters’	  ‘exerts	  [authorial]	  pressure’	  in	  
the	  adaptation	  it	  is	  felt	  through	  her	  physical	  presence	  in	  the	  opening	  sequence	  of	  
the	  adaptation	  and	  is	  another	  version	  of	  the	  governing	  consciousness	  which	  is	  
outlined	  in	  chapter	  one.	  	  The	  notion	  of	  the	  second	  authorial	  self	  is	  a	  consistent	  
point	  of	  view	  which	  this	  thesis	  has	  maintained	  in	  order	  to	  install	  the	  author-­‐role	  
as	  a	  site	  of	  meaning-­‐making	  and	  deal	  with	  what	  Burke	  suggests	  has	  been	  an	  
‘over-­‐prosecuted	  fallacy	  of	  intention’	  applied	  by	  literary	  critics	  (ibid,	  p.	  183).	  	  In	  
other	  words,	  this	  thesis	  highlights	  the	  fertile	  landscape	  of	  creativity	  produced	  by	  
the	  author-­‐function	  when	  notions	  of	  the	  Dead	  Author	  are	  re-­‐negotiated	  and	  the	  
author-­‐role	  is	  exhumed.	  	  	  
Whilst	  the	  presence	  of	  Waters	  might	  fertilise	  Davies’	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  
with	  queer	  politics,	  the	  scopic	  regime	  of	  the	  start	  of	  the	  show	  is	  also	  a	  reminder	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that	  what	  is	  being	  seen	  is	  a	  construction.	  	  Both	  in	  terms	  of	  what	  is	  shown	  and	  
how	  it	  is	  put	  together,	  the	  beginning	  maps	  out	  for	  the	  audience	  the	  themed	  
places	  and	  spaces	  of	  the	  adapted	  story.	  	  For	  instance,	  the	  opening	  pageantry	  of	  
images	  of	  oysters	  being	  opened	  next	  to	  a	  close	  up	  shot	  of	  makeup	  being	  applied	  
to	  a	  human	  eye	  is	  immediately	  followed	  by	  the	  sight	  of	  a	  wooden	  stage	  and	  the	  
legs	  of	  a	  dancer	  before	  being	  seamlessly	  returned	  to	  oysters	  in	  their	  abundance.	  
The	  final	  sequence	  shows	  theatrical	  acts	  of	  puppetry,	  ventriloquism	  and	  fire	  
breathing.	  	  	  All	  of	  these	  juxtaposed	  images	  are	  set	  in	  familiar	  places	  from	  1890s	  
England.	  	  The	  oyster	  parlour	  and	  the	  staged	  theatre,	  the	  dancer,	  the	  entertainer	  
and	  the	  mimetic	  acts	  from	  the	  music	  hall,	  all	  help	  to	  set	  the	  historical	  and	  
cultural	  context	  for	  the	  viewer.	  	  Yet,	  the	  spectacle	  and	  fantasy	  of	  the	  theatre	  
space,	  along	  with	  the	  appropriated	  cultural	  artifacts	  serve	  to	  suspend	  the	  reality	  
of	  the	  everyday.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  this	  style	  of	  filming	  employed	  by	  Davies	  
undermines	  the	  stability	  and	  certainty	  of	  knowledge	  production	  and	  asks	  the	  
viewer	  to	  question	  the	  validity	  of	  the	  behaviours	  and	  practices	  that	  are	  familiar	  
and	  inform	  the	  habitual	  parts	  of	  life.	  Hence,	  the	  artistry	  and	  slicing	  together	  of	  
the	  images	  imitates	  the	  artificial	  nature	  of	  their	  construction.	  	  They	  bring	  into	  
question	  the	  narratives	  that	  have	  informed	  accepted	  versions	  of	  culture	  and	  
history,	  while	  their	  fluidity	  creates	  uncertainty	  over	  the	  value	  judgments	  that	  
have	  been	  applied.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  as	  these	  images	  are	  located	  around	  the	  
eye/	  I	  one	  can	  suggest	  that	  Davies	  is	  attempting	  to	  introduce	  ideas	  of	  identity	  for	  
further	  examination.	  	  For	  instance,	  the	  eye	  represents	  the	  gaze	  of	  the	  spectator,	  
while	  the	  play	  on	  the	  word	  ‘I’	  intervenes	  in	  the	  way	  identity	  is	  constructed,	  
through	  the	  notion	  of	  performance	  and	  self-­‐reflection.	  
Sanders	  critiques	  the	  processes	  of	  adaptation	  more	  closely	  when	  she	  says	  
that	  they	  have	  the	  ability	  to	  ‘respond	  or	  write	  back	  to	  an	  informing	  original	  from	  
a	  new	  or	  revised	  political	  and	  cultural	  position’	  (2010,	  p.	  98).	  	  Indeed	  as	  a	  white,	  
heterosexual	  male	  writer	  Davies	  inevitably	  relates	  to	  women	  who	  desire	  women	  
in	  a	  different	  way	  to	  a	  lesbian	  author,	  like	  Waters.	  	  His	  reputation	  as	  a	  
screenwriter	  of	  canonical	  texts	  brings	  the	  potential	  for	  a	  new	  set	  of	  critical	  
paradigms	  that	  exceed	  the	  ones	  of	  his	  typical	  audience.	  	  In	  this	  way	  his	  
adaptation	  ‘responds’	  and	  ‘writes	  back’	  to	  the	  orthodox	  cultural	  treatment	  of	  
female	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  But	  it	  is	  the	  appropriated	  spaces	  within	  this	  adaptive	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scene	  that	  offer	  the	  greatest	  meaning	  making	  potential,	  because	  as	  Sanders	  says,	  
they	  ‘highlight	  troubling	  gaps,	  absences	  and	  silences	  within	  canonical	  text’	  (ibid,	  
p.	  98).	  	  Here,	  I	  am	  suggesting	  that	  the	  ‘canonical	  text[s]’	  in	  this	  regard	  are	  a	  series	  
of	  cultural	  and	  historical	  narratives	  that	  have	  traditionally	  ignored	  working-­‐class	  
lesbian	  voices	  in	  public:	  the	  ones	  that	  Castle’s	  anthology	  of	  lesbian	  literature,	  as	  
outlined	  in	  chapter	  one,	  describes	  as	  spectral	  and	  waif-­‐like.	  	  	  
Davies’	  representation	  of	  the	  1890s	  music	  halls	  maintains	  a	  cultural	  
continuity	  with	  working	  class	  pleasure	  and	  entertainment.	  	  During	  this	  time,	  late	  
nineteenth	  century	  ideology	  was	  shaped	  by	  an	  increased	  focus	  of	  scientific	  
interest	  in	  sexual	  desire	  between	  women.	  	  Jennings	  highlights	  how	  the	  new	  
science	  of	  sexology	  that	  emerged	  at	  this	  time	  became	  ‘a	  particularly	  powerful	  
scientific	  discourse,	  with	  growing	  social	  and	  political	  influence’	  (2007,	  p.	  75).	  	  As	  
an	  influential	  breed	  of	  scientists,	  sexologists	  claimed	  expertise	  in	  the	  
understanding	  of	  sexuality	  and,	  as	  such	  presented	  the	  sexual	  activity	  of	  men	  and	  
women	  very	  differently.iv	  	  Jennings	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  by	  the	  1890s	  it	  was	  
socially	  accepted	  knowledge	  that	  women	  were	  only	  capable	  of	  responding	  to	  
sexual	  stimulation	  initiated	  by	  a	  man.	  	  Women	  were	  not,	  in	  their	  own	  right,	  
agents	  of	  sexual	  pleasure.	  	  Of	  this	  Jennings	  says:	  ‘the	  belief	  that	  women	  could	  
only	  respond	  to,	  but	  not	  initiate	  sexual	  encounters	  rendered	  it	  theoretically	  
impossible	  for	  two	  women	  to	  interact	  sexually	  in	  the	  absence	  of	  a	  man’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
77).	  	  This	  ‘belief’	  was	  widely	  held	  in	  the	  Victorian	  period	  and	  contributed	  
towards	  the	  denial	  of	  lesbian	  subjectivity,	  because	  their	  existence	  was	  seen	  as	  an	  
‘impossibility.’v	  	  Indeed	  chapter	  three	  has	  attempted	  to	  show	  how	  Waters	  
subverts	  this	  impression	  through	  her	  stories	  of	  lesbian	  romances.	  	  Jennings	  goes	  
further	  to	  highlight	  the	  close	  connection	  between	  sex	  and	  gender	  during	  this	  
time.	  	  She	  maintains	  that	  Victorian	  ideology	  held	  that	  an	  ‘individual’s	  thought,	  
character	  and	  behaviour	  were	  linked	  to	  their	  sexual	  instincts’	  (ibid,	  p	  77).	  	  As	  a	  
consequence,	  women	  in	  the	  1890s	  were	  shaped	  by	  the	  reproductive	  capacity	  of	  
their	  ‘character,’	  the	  perceived	  passivity	  of	  their	  ‘thoughts’	  and	  the	  proven	  sexual	  
apathy	  of	  their	  ‘behaviour.’	  	  Davies	  uses	  his	  adaptation	  to	  respond	  to	  this	  limited	  
perspective	  on	  female	  sexuality,	  because	  the	  way	  he	  depicts	  his	  subject	  material	  
revises	  these	  accepted	  historical	  positions.	  	  The	  opening	  montage	  helps	  to	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introduce	  lesbians	  as	  active	  participators	  in	  society	  contrary	  to	  the	  way	  they	  
have	  been	  historically	  and	  culturally	  recorded.	  	  	  
At	  a	  time	  when	  women	  were	  not	  thought	  capable	  of	  initiating	  sexual	  
encounters	  Davies	  plays	  with	  the	  duality	  of	  the	  image	  of	  Nancy’s	  eye	  being	  made	  
up	  for	  the	  stage.	  	  Just	  as	  the	  stage	  becomes	  the	  gateway	  through	  which	  Nancy	  is	  
able	  to	  liberate	  her	  sense	  of	  self	  and	  escape	  the	  domesticity	  of	  her	  Whitstable-­‐life	  
with	  Freddie,	  the	  eye	  serves	  as	  the	  access	  point	  of	  new	  perspectives	  for	  the	  
viewer.	  	  The	  application	  of	  makeup	  to	  the	  eye	  registers	  a	  sexual	  narrative	  
familiar	  to	  a	  mainstream	  audience,	  and	  typically	  associated	  with	  feminine	  
behaviour.	  	  However,	  as	  the	  story	  unfolds,	  the	  making-­‐up	  precedes	  lesbian	  love	  
stories,	  rather	  than	  traditional	  romance	  between	  a	  man	  and	  a	  woman.	  	  	  Once	  
Nancy’s	  sexual	  naivety	  is	  passed,	  her	  appetite	  for	  pleasure	  is	  released	  with	  her	  
experimentation	  reaching	  its	  high	  point	  at	  Felicity	  Place.	  	  Here,	  the	  dildo	  
becomes	  Nancy’s	  preferred	  item	  of	  gratification	  and	  shows	  her	  actively	  
pleasuring	  other	  women	  and	  herself	  at	  the	  same	  time.	  	  To	  the	  onlooker,	  the	  form	  
of	  the	  dildo	  is	  exaggerated.	  	  It	  is	  decadent	  and	  ornamental.	  	  When	  asked	  about	  
this,	  Waters	  stated	  that	  it	  was	  ‘too	  rough…	  absurdly	  long	  with	  all	  that	  gold	  paint	  
going	  inside	  you’	  (2002,	  p7.).	  	  The	  point	  here	  is	  that	  the	  dildo	  is	  a	  device	  that	  is	  
appropriated.	  	  It	  enables	  Nancy	  to	  challenge	  her	  assigned	  gender,	  because	  it	  
conflates	  the	  sexually	  passive	  role	  of	  woman	  with	  the	  initiating	  role	  of	  man	  and	  
in	  so	  doing,	  redefines	  women’s	  pleasure	  at	  this	  time,	  presenting	  her	  as	  an	  
autonomous	  lover.	  	  	  Therefore,	  the	  dildo’s	  appearance	  is	  exaggerated,	  because	  
Davies	  wants	  to	  draw	  attention	  to	  it.	  It	  is	  a	  symbol	  of	  pleasure	  and	  liberty	  that	  
has	  a	  role	  within	  the	  story,	  but	  a	  simultaneous	  one	  for	  the	  spectator	  who	  is	  
pleasured	  by	  the	  unsettling	  and	  troubling	  narrative	  that	  its	  inclusion	  initiates.	  	  
On	  the	  one	  hand	  it	  represents	  the	  restrictions	  placed	  on	  women	  during	  this	  
period	  in	  history,	  yet	  on	  the	  other	  it	  provides	  an	  opportunity	  for	  Davies	  to	  
respond	  positively	  to	  the	  gaps,	  absences	  and	  silences	  within	  traditional	  
recording	  of	  female	  experience.	  	  	  
Sanders	  makes	  it	  quite	  clear	  that	  ‘many	  appropriations	  have	  a	  joint	  
political	  and	  literary	  investment	  in	  giving	  voice	  to	  those	  characters	  or	  subject-­‐
positions	  they	  perceive	  to	  have	  been	  oppressed	  or	  repressed	  in	  the	  original’	  
(2010,	  p.	  98).	  	  The	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  encourages	  the	  viewer	  to	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consider	  the	  way	  ideology	  is	  fixed	  in	  order	  to	  maintain	  the	  sites	  of	  ‘oppression	  
and	  repression.’	  	  If	  the	  dildo	  enables	  the	  viewer	  to	  see	  the	  rigidity	  of	  the	  familiar	  
world,	  it	  is	  also	  a	  site	  where	  the	  potential	  for	  female	  sexual	  expression	  can	  be	  
located.	  	  Similarly	  then	  the	  oysters,	  served	  up	  at	  the	  start	  of	  each	  episode	  
encourage	  the	  audience	  to	  question	  fixed	  attitudes	  and	  behaviours.	  Oysters	  are	  
hermaphrodites	  by	  nature	  and	  embody	  both	  male	  and	  female	  sex	  qualities.	  	  As	  
such	  they	  present	  an	  ideal	  opportunity	  from	  which	  to	  explore	  ideas	  around	  
gender	  fluidity.	  	  This	  is	  because,	  in	  every	  aspect,	  the	  oyster	  is	  a	  creature	  that	  
challenges	  the	  accepted	  biological	  laws	  of	  sex	  and	  reproduction.	  	  Born	  a	  male,	  the	  
oyster	  evolves	  into	  a	  female	  when	  it	  is	  sexually	  mature	  and,	  because	  of	  this,	  one	  
might	  argue	  that	  it	  is	  a	  living	  alternative	  to	  the	  rigid	  gender	  system	  that	  humans	  
impose	  on	  each	  other.	  	  In	  Davies’	  adaptation	  the	  oyster	  is	  a	  crucial	  signifier	  of	  
gender	  slippage	  as	  it	  is	  in	  Waters’	  novel.	  	  Queer	  readers	  and	  viewers	  familiar	  
with	  Waters’	  work	  will	  recognise	  this	  significance.	  	  As	  has	  already	  been	  
discussed	  in	  chapter	  one	  of	  this	  thesis,	  Waters	  signposts	  her	  particular	  politics	  
using	  narrative	  cues	  and	  Davies	  maintains	  continuity	  with	  this	  in	  his	  adaptation.	  	  
So	  the	  oyster	  parlour	  is	  heavily	  featured	  at	  the	  opening	  of	  each	  episode	  and	  
references	  to	  Nancy	  as	  Kitty’s	  ‘mermaid’	  remain	  in	  the	  show.	  	  
Davies	  does	  not	  revise	  the	  importance	  of	  the	  oyster	  as	  a	  conceit	  for	  
gender	  fluidity.	  	  On	  the	  contrary	  his	  adaptation	  amplifies	  the	  affective	  nature	  of	  
the	  textual	  space	  for	  the	  observer,	  because	  there	  is	  an	  act	  of	  cultural	  relocation	  
taking	  place,	  a	  commitment	  from	  Davies	  to	  broaden	  out	  the	  debates	  around	  
gender	  within	  a	  mainstream	  arena.	  	  Sanders	  supports	  this	  point	  of	  view	  (ibid,	  p.	  
2).	  	  She	  maintains	  that	  television	  adaptations	  involve	  a	  ‘movement	  into	  a	  new	  
generic	  mode	  or	  context’	  (ibid,	  p.2).	  	  	  Inevitably	  there	  will	  be	  people	  watching	  
Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  who	  are	  new	  to	  queer	  politics	  and	  thus	  
present	  a	  different	  ‘context’	  in	  which	  these	  arguments	  are	  received	  and	  
responded	  to.	  	  Equally,	  the	  creative	  capacity	  of	  television	  extends	  the	  political	  
and	  literary	  intent	  of	  both	  Waters	  and	  Davies,	  as	  Sanders	  again	  suggests	  that	  
adaptations	  always	  have	  the	  ‘inescapable	  fact	  that	  a	  political	  or	  ethical	  
commitment	  shapes…a	  decision	  to	  re-­‐interpret	  a	  source	  text’	  (ibid,	  p.	  2).	  	  Davies’	  
‘commitment’	  can	  be	  observed	  in	  the	  way	  that	  the	  subject	  material,	  Nancy’s	  story	  
and	  the	  style	  of	  shooting	  exceed	  the	  generic	  boundaries	  he	  has	  build	  his	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reputation	  on.	  	  His	  preference	  for	  canonical	  texts	  and	  for	  stories	  which	  follow	  the	  
tribulations	  of	  groups	  of	  people,	  rather	  than	  one	  female	  individual	  are	  important	  
generic	  markers	  for	  Davies’	  work.	  The	  dual-­‐sexed	  nature	  of	  the	  oyster	  is	  
presented	  as	  a	  challenge	  to	  the	  orthodoxy	  of	  gender	  discourse	  in	  both	  Davies	  and	  
Waters’	  work.	  	  But	  the	  way	  Davies	  visually	  presents	  the	  conceit	  of	  the	  oyster	  for	  
the	  spectator	  has	  an	  additional	  effect,	  because	  it	  also	  dislodges	  the	  erotic	  from	  
the	  discourse	  of	  gender	  and	  reproduction.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  Davies	  is	  also	  responding	  
to	  the	  authorised	  historical	  position	  of	  women	  and	  sexuality	  from	  a	  white,	  
western	  male	  perspective.	  	  	  
Teresa	  de	  Lauretis	  claims	  that	  what	  ‘defines	  lesbian	  love	  is	  a	  desire	  for	  a	  
lost	  female	  body’	  (1994	  p.	  231)	  and	  moreover,	  that	  the	  lost	  female	  body	  that	  is	  
being	  sought	  is	  actually	  the	  subject’s	  own	  body	  image.	  	  Here	  de	  Lauretis	  
highlights	  the	  way	  that	  considerations	  of	  lesbian	  desire	  have	  been	  historically	  
separated	  out	  from	  the	  body	  and,	  as	  such,	  have	  often	  ended	  with	  representations	  
of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  between	  women	  being	  shown	  in	  a	  reasserted	  fixed	  system	  of	  
experience.	  	  Thus,	  de	  Lauretis	  illuminates	  a	  tradition	  within	  culture	  that	  denies	  
lesbians	  a	  sense	  of	  mobility	  in	  the	  way	  they	  access	  their	  desires.	  	  Indeed,	  de	  
Lauretis’	  point	  is	  more	  particular	  than	  this,	  that	  lesbian	  desire	  has	  a	  tendency	  to	  
be	  imagined	  in	  static	  terms.	  	  Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  counters	  
this	  stagnancy,	  because	  the	  way	  he	  has	  assembled	  the	  opening	  shots	  confers	  a	  
sense	  of	  fluidity	  and	  movement	  on	  the	  themes	  and	  issues	  within	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet.	  	  	  For	  instance,	  the	  blending	  effect	  of	  the	  opening	  images,	  as	  they	  flow	  
forward	  one	  into	  the	  other,	  immediately	  creates	  a	  sense	  of	  pace.	  	  The	  physical	  
movement	  that	  is	  created	  here	  by	  Davies	  affects	  the	  way	  the	  viewer	  relates	  to	  
representation	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire:	  this	  occurs	  in	  a	  different	  way	  to	  Waters’	  
writing.	  	  It	  has	  been	  shown	  in	  earlier	  chapters	  how	  Waters’	  fiction	  destabalises	  
accepted	  representations	  of	  lesbian	  desire,	  because	  of	  the	  various	  ways	  that	  she	  
questions	  the	  fixity	  of	  these	  social	  positions.vi	  	  Again,	  Davies’	  adaptation	  can	  be	  
seen	  to	  amplify	  this	  political	  perspective	  through	  the	  way	  that	  these	  images	  
blend	  one	  to	  another.	  	  Their	  perpetual	  motion	  can	  be	  said	  to	  embody	  qualities	  of	  
transformation	  and	  alternative	  perspectives.	  	  So,	  just	  as	  Waters’	  fiction	  presents	  
lived	  existence	  as	  a	  personal,	  rather	  than	  a	  universal	  journey	  of	  life,	  Davies’	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adaptation	  emphasises	  the	  many	  stories	  or	  vignettes	  that	  fulfill	  these	  personal	  
lived	  existences.	  	  
There	  are	  other	  nuanced	  affects	  contained	  within	  the	  opening	  scenes	  of	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet,	  that	  support	  the	  notion	  that	  Davies’	  adaptation	  contains	  sites	  
of	  excess.	  	  For	  instance,	  Waters’	  appearance	  in	  a	  cameo	  role.	  	  Waters	  invokes	  ‘the	  
label	  of	  lesbian	  fiction’	  when	  talking	  about	  the	  relationship	  between	  herself	  and	  
her	  writing	  (2002,	  p.	  2).	  	  She	  says	  that	  ‘I	  tend	  to	  overstate	  the	  lesbian	  tag	  in	  
interviews,	  if	  only	  because	  I	  have	  this	  naïve	  political	  faith	  you	  simply	  can’t	  say	  
the	  word	  too	  many	  times’	  (ibid).	  	  The	  relationship	  between	  Waters’	  agency	  as	  a	  
lesbian	  and	  her	  role	  as	  an	  author	  of	  lesbian	  fiction	  are	  very	  important	  to	  her.	  	  
This	  is	  because	  her	  ‘naïve	  political	  faith’	  is	  fashioned	  from	  the	  belief	  that	  the	  
experiences	  of	  lesbians	  cannot	  be	  heard	  ‘too	  many	  times’	  (ibid).	  	  Thus	  in	  
physically	  placing	  Waters	  in	  the	  opening	  credits,	  Davies	  begins	  to	  blur	  the	  
boundaries	  between	  reality	  and	  fiction,	  because	  she	  is	  both	  authentic	  and	  real	  
and	  also	  diegetic.	  	  Waters’	  presence	  in	  the	  adaptation	  is	  an	  echo	  of	  herself	  
outside	  of	  the	  text,	  of	  her	  queer	  politics	  and	  her	  lesbian	  subjectivity.	  	  When	  
Davies	  connects	  her	  to	  his	  screenplay	  in	  this	  way,	  he	  reasserts	  the	  values	  and	  
meanings	  that	  are	  associated	  with	  Waters.	  	  They	  are	  an	  additional	  part	  of	  the	  
diegesis	  and	  her	  inclusion	  provokes	  in	  readers	  a	  range	  of	  responses	  that	  are	  
either	  generated	  at	  the	  time	  of	  viewing,	  or	  reflected	  on	  afterwards.	  	  
Waters’	  cameo	  appearance	  is	  an	  example	  of	  what	  Genette	  (1997)	  calls	  
hypertextuality.	  	  He	  argues	  that	  a	  textual	  example	  like	  this	  ‘reveals’	  a	  ‘contractual	  
force’	  to	  the	  audience	  (ibid,	  p.	  8).	  	  	  Here	  a	  ‘contractual	  force’	  is	  set	  up	  by	  the	  
dialogic	  relationship	  between	  adaptation	  and	  Waters.	  	  Genette	  states	  that	  this	  
contract	  ‘alerts	  the	  reader	  to	  the	  probable	  existence	  of	  a	  relationship	  between	  
the	  [adaptation]	  and	  the	  novel’	  (ibid,	  p.	  8).	  	  So	  for	  viewers	  who	  are	  not	  familiar	  
with	  Waters’	  public	  profile,	  scholarly	  work	  or	  fiction	  writing	  in	  the	  area	  of	  
lesbian	  writing,	  and	  who	  would	  not	  otherwise	  make	  this	  connection,	  the	  contract	  
demonstrates	  these	  fruitful	  avenues	  of	  meaning	  making.	  	  I	  would	  also	  argue	  that	  
Davies	  is	  also	  contractually	  evident	  in	  this	  adaptation	  too.	  	  Davies	  challenges	  his	  
own	  generic	  boundaries	  with	  the	  way	  he	  has	  changed	  his	  style	  and	  tone	  for	  this	  
adaptation	  and	  there	  are	  similar	  traceable	  echoes	  of	  his	  reputation,	  as	  there	  are	  
of	  Waters.	  	  Genette	  reminds	  us	  that	  this	  hypertextual	  relationship	  allows	  ‘every	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[audience	  member]	  at	  every	  [place]	  to	  measure	  the	  distance	  and	  define	  the	  
transformation’	  within	  a	  given	  text	  (ibid,	  p.	  383).	  	  	  The	  ‘measurement	  and	  
distance’	  Genette	  refers	  to	  here	  is	  an	  interesting	  point	  because	  it	  suggests	  the	  
continual	  evolution	  or	  recycling	  of	  stories.	  	  Together	  the	  hyertextual	  effect	  of	  
Davies	  and	  Waters	  transcends	  the	  limitations	  of	  each	  alone.	  	  This	  makes	  the	  
process	  of	  meaning-­‐making	  more	  vibrant	  and	  innovative.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  the	  
congruent	  and	  shared	  spaces	  between	  Waters’	  authorial	  role	  and	  Davies’	  
adaptation	  of	  lesbian	  subject	  matter,	  challenge	  the	  hierarchical	  nature	  of	  period	  
drama;	  one	  that	  is	  traditionally	  given	  over	  to	  classic	  texts.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  
can	  be	  seen	  that	  the	  montage	  generates	  further	  interest	  in	  historical	  fiction.	  	  
Using	  Genette’s	  idea	  of	  transtextuality	  in	  this	  way	  undermines	  the	  creative	  
assumptions	  of	  subject	  matter,	  topic	  and	  genre.	  	  
Genette’s	  theories	  of	  textual	  grafting	  suppose	  a	  transformative	  journey	  
(ibid,	  p.	  383).	  	  But	  if	  the	  original	  text	  is	  unknown,	  he	  maintains	  that	  the	  creative	  
journey	  is	  all	  the	  more	  vivid,	  because	  the	  procreative	  pathway	  has	  more	  obvious	  
gaps	  to	  exploit.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  hidden	  histories	  of	  working-­‐class	  lesbian	  lived	  
existence	  missing	  from	  the	  traditional	  historical	  record	  present	  a	  fertile	  
opportunity	  for	  creativity.	  	  This	  thesis	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters	  uses	  her	  work	  as	  a	  
form	  of	  address	  with	  regard	  to	  the	  denied	  voices	  of	  working	  class	  same-­‐sex	  
desire	  and,	  has	  engaged	  her	  authorial	  role	  in	  a	  process	  of	  recovery	  and	  repair.	  	  
The	  novel	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (1998)	  re-­‐presents	  the	  histories	  of	  unorthodox	  
women	  and	  those	  who	  lives	  existed	  below	  the	  limits	  of	  acceptability.	  	  In	  addition,	  
Waters’	  academic	  persona	  complements	  the	  creative	  acts	  of	  revelation	  that	  
uncovering	  these	  histories	  of	  same-­‐sex-­‐desire	  have	  begun.	  	  This	  is,	  in	  part,	  
because	  she	  openly	  aligns	  herself	  with	  queer	  theory	  and	  its	  political	  issues.	  	  In	  
many	  other	  respects	  though,	  the	  figure	  of	  Waters	  represents	  a	  bridge	  between	  
the	  historical	  record	  and	  that	  of	  the	  invisible,	  unauthenticated	  lives	  of	  women	  
who	  desired	  other	  women.	  	  One	  might	  suggest	  that	  she	  is	  the	  measure	  that	  
Genette	  identifies	  from	  which	  a	  journey	  of	  meaning	  can	  begin.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  
Waters’	  authorial	  role	  provides	  contemporary	  lesbians	  with	  a	  point	  from	  which	  
they	  can	  access	  their	  historical	  heritage.	  	  Waters	  brings	  a	  transtextual	  mobility	  to	  
Davies’	  adaptation	  in	  a	  way	  that	  Genette	  observed,	  as	  a	  ‘sophisticated	  
imagination’	  at	  play	  in	  a	  ‘playground	  almost	  as	  rich	  as	  hypertextuality	  itself’	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(1997,	  p.	  384).	  	  The	  focus	  on	  ‘playground’	  and	  ‘imagination’	  draws	  attention	  to	  
the	  limitless	  spontaneity	  that	  such	  a	  transformative	  journey	  evokes.	  	  Any	  journey	  
of	  transformation	  needs	  a	  hypotext	  as	  a	  starting	  point	  and	  Waters’	  authorial	  role	  
functions	  as	  such.	  	  This	  thesis	  has	  shown	  how	  the	  second	  authorial	  self	  offers	  an	  
escorted	  reading	  in	  as	  much	  as	  Burke	  argues	  that	  the	  authority	  of	  the	  author	  
provides	  an	  ‘interminable	  haunting’	  of	  the	  interpretive	  process	  (Burke,	  [1992],	  
2008,	  p.	  184).	  	  In	  light	  of	  this,	  the	  hypotext,	  which	  is	  the	  site	  of	  origin	  for	  Genette,	  
is	  relocated	  to	  include	  the	  author.	  	  This	  thesis	  has	  maintained	  that	  Barthes’	  
concept	  of	  authorship	  is	  in	  need	  of	  refreshment	  in	  order	  to	  take	  into	  
consideration	  the	  evolving	  landscape	  of	  the	  Internet.	  	  Technological	  
advancements	  necessitate	  that	  a	  focus	  on	  the	  relationship	  between	  authorship	  
and	  interpretation	  are	  re-­‐assessed.	  This	  is	  in	  order	  to	  account	  for	  the	  changing	  
nature	  of	  culture	  and	  the	  reproduction	  of	  identity	  and	  knowledge.	  	  Indeed	  Burke	  
suggests	  that	  currently	  this	  ‘unquiet’	  relationship	  between	  author	  and	  text	  is	  a	  
state	  which	  ‘theory	  can	  neither	  explain	  nor	  exorcise’	  (ibid,	  p.	  184).	  	  In	  response,	  
this	  thesis	  maintains	  that	  out	  of	  such	  nuance	  grows	  the	  amplified	  meanings	  both	  
Genette	  and	  Sanders	  cite	  as	  being	  indicative	  responses.	  	  Davies	  charges	  his	  
opening	  credits	  with	  a	  series	  of	  images	  that	  are	  familiar	  to	  the	  viewer,	  while	  at	  
the	  same	  time	  undermining	  or	  disrupting	  the	  status	  quo	  with	  their	  palimpsestic	  
nature.	  	  
	  
Intertextuality:	  Spectacle	  and	  Performance	  
Although	  Davies’	  adaptation	  is	  screened	  on	  television,	  the	  narratorial	  devices	  he	  
deploys	  have	  a	  background	  in	  and	  can	  be	  traced	  through	  the	  theatre.	  	  The	  
surrogacy	  of	  the	  camera	  angles,	  for	  instance	  is	  Brechtian,	  whereby	  the	  traditional	  
narrative	  form	  is	  purposefully	  suspended	  for	  the	  effect	  it	  has	  upon	  the	  audience.	  	  
Physically	  as	  a	  place,	  Davies	  employs	  the	  use	  of	  staged	  spectacle	  to	  invite	  
viewers	  into	  a	  familiar	  arena.	  	  As	  a	  performance	  space,	  Davies	  uses	  the	  stage	  as	  a	  
site	  to	  mobilize	  meaning.	  	  In	  her	  book,	  Victorian	  Literature	  and	  Culture	  (2006),	  
Maureen	  Moran	  notes	  that	  by	  1890,	  the	  Victorian	  theatre	  was	  drawing	  larger	  
crowds	  of	  people	  from	  all	  walks	  of	  life.	  	  She	  says,	  ‘[m]usic	  halls	  attracted	  the	  
widest	  range	  of	  working-­‐	  and	  lower-­‐	  middle-­‐class	  customers’	  (2006,	  p.	  97).	  	  As	  
well	  as	  the	  fashionable	  and	  the	  wealthy	  upper	  classes,	  Moran	  draws	  attention	  to	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the	  mobile	  middle	  classes	  whose	  attendance	  presented	  the	  theatre	  with	  a	  wider	  
audience	  appeal	  (ibid,	  p.97).	  	  Technical	  advancements	  in	  lighting	  and	  set	  design	  
drew	  audiences	  to	  stage	  productions	  with	  an	  anticipation	  of	  seeing	  a	  greater	  
degree	  of	  realism	  (ibid,	  p	  97).	  	  Though	  costume	  and	  setting	  allowed	  the	  theatre	  
to	  present	  a	  scene	  with	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  ‘historical	  accuracy’	  the	  efficiency	  of	  
new	  lighting	  meant	  that	  it	  was	  easier	  to	  ‘employ	  emotional	  subtlety…[and]	  
optical	  illusion’	  (ibid,	  p,	  97).	  	  The	  space	  on	  the	  stage,	  though	  familiar	  to	  the	  
theatre-­‐goer	  in	  appearance,	  was	  subject	  to	  the	  effects	  on	  the	  imagination.	  	  And,	  
as	  productions	  became	  more	  lavish,	  Moran	  notes	  that:	  	  
[w]ith	  new	  added	  value	  attached	  to	  the	  mise	  en	  scène	  (or	  overall	  
performance	  design),	  the	  Victorian	  director,	  rather	  than	  the	  leading	  actor,	  
gradually	  became	  the	  powerful	  interpretive	  force	  driving	  the	  production	  
(ibid,	  p.	  98)	  	  	  
Here,	  although	  a	  sense	  of	  reality	  is	  achieved	  in	  the	  way	  a	  production	  is	  presented	  
to	  the	  audience,	  Moran	  suggests	  that	  the	  ‘Victorian	  director’	  mobilizes	  the	  
meaning	  making	  process,	  as	  an	  agent	  who	  is	  the	  ‘interpretive	  force	  driving’	  the	  
imagination.	  	  In	  this	  respect,	  the	  spectacle	  of	  the	  performance	  makes	  it	  
increasingly	  easy	  for	  the	  audience	  to	  transgress	  the	  boundaries	  of	  their	  
perceived	  reality	  into	  an	  alternative	  space	  of	  existence.	  	  
It	  is	  evident	  when	  watching	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  that	  Davies	  has	  employed	  
many	  of	  the	  attributes	  of	  a	  Victorian	  director,	  as	  identified	  by	  Moran.	  For	  
instance,	  Davies	  uses	  the	  idea	  of	  the	  staged	  spectacle	  to	  help	  foreground	  textual	  
polysemy.	  	  In	  ‘Intertexuality’	  (1987)	  John	  Fiske	  has	  written	  on	  the	  ideas	  of	  
intertextuality	  and	  has	  shown	  how	  polysemy	  ‘works	  through	  textual	  devices	  
which	  admit	  of	  a	  variety	  of	  readings’	  ([1987],	  2001,	  p.	  226).	  	  ‘Readings’	  have	  
been	  shown	  to	  fluctuate	  depending	  on	  a	  host	  of	  conditions,	  such	  as	  the	  social	  
background	  of	  the	  viewer,	  their	  prior	  knowledge	  of	  lesbian	  subjectivity	  or	  of	  
Waters’	  work.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  textual	  polysemy	  of	  Davies’	  adaptation	  has	  
evident	  moments	  of	  stability	  and	  moments	  of	  meaning	  making;	  as	  Fiske	  
maintains,	  ‘different	  readings	  may	  stabilize	  texts	  differently	  and	  momentarily’	  
(ibid,	  p.	  226).	  	  For	  instance,	  the	  music	  hall	  theatre	  in	  Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  helps	  to	  situate	  the	  viewer	  within	  an	  historical	  period	  and	  thus	  
stabilises	  the	  textual	  polysemy.	  	  This	  provides	  a	  relatively	  comfortable	  viewer	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position	  gained	  from	  the	  familiar	  historical	  setting.	  	  Fiske	  maintains	  that	  the	  
recycling	  of	  meaning	  comes	  from	  the	  active	  process	  of	  reading	  a	  text.	  	  He	  says	  
that	  ‘points	  of	  stability	  and	  anchored	  meanings	  (however	  temporary)	  are	  to	  be	  
found	  not	  in	  the	  text	  itself,	  but	  in	  its	  reading’	  (ibid,	  p.	  226).	  	  Thus,	  the	  reality	  of	  
the	  viewer	  becomes	  the	  point	  from	  which	  ‘reading’	  Davies’	  adaptation	  begins.	  	  
Though	  the	  knowledge	  and	  context	  that	  is	  relatable	  will	  be	  circumscribed	  by	  the	  
life	  experience	  of	  the	  ‘reader’	  nevertheless,	  Fiske	  observes	  that	  this	  is	  the	  ideal	  
site	  from	  which	  to	  ‘specifically	  mobilize’	  meaning	  (ibid,	  p	  227).	  	  	  
The	  act	  of	  ‘reading’	  a	  polysemic	  text	  is	  then	  an	  active	  process.	  	  According	  
to	  Fiske,	  at	  times	  meanings	  are	  stable	  and	  readily	  accessed	  by	  the	  reader,	  but	  at	  
other	  times	  in	  the	  text,	  meanings	  are	  disrupted	  and	  the	  reader	  has	  to	  work	  
harder	  to	  locate	  them.	  	  Adaptations	  allow	  these	  sites	  of	  excess	  to	  flourish	  even	  
further,	  because	  as	  has	  been	  discussed	  so	  far,	  their	  stories	  are	  naturally	  hewn	  
from	  the	  layering	  of	  sources.	  	  Fiske	  makes	  this	  point	  further,	  when	  he	  says	  that	  a	  
television	  text	  has	  what	  he	  describes	  as	  ‘leaky	  boundaries’	  (ibid,	  p	  228).	  	  The	  
notion	  of	  ‘leaky	  boundaries’	  can	  be	  used	  to	  address	  the	  manner	  in	  which	  Davies	  
manipulates	  the	  spectacle	  of	  the	  theatre	  space	  in	  order	  to	  unsettle	  the	  viewer.	  	  
His	  own	  style	  is	  reminiscent	  of	  the	  Victorian	  stage	  directors	  that	  Moran	  speaks	  
of,	  who	  used	  advancing	  technology	  as	  the	  agents	  of	  imaginative	  stimulation.	  	  
Similarly,	  Davies	  uses	  the	  creativity	  of	  filming	  for	  the	  small	  screen	  in	  order	  to	  
stimulate	  new	  readings	  of	  lesbian	  desire	  in	  a	  BBC	  audience	  accustomed	  to	  
orthodox	  period	  drama.	  	  The	  ‘leaky	  boundaries’	  in	  Davies’	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  can	  
be	  experienced	  in	  the	  exchange	  of	  meaning	  that	  takes	  places	  at	  the	  various	  
points	  in	  the	  show	  where	  intertextuality	  is	  evident.	  	  These	  are	  the	  places	  where	  
meaning	  is	  ‘mobilized’	  and	  where	  everyday	  normality	  is	  displaced.	  	  Accordingly,	  
this	  occurrence	  happens	  because	  of	  a	  constant	  state	  of	  creative	  flux	  between	  the	  
viewer	  and	  the	  content.	  	  
Gender	  construction	  is	  one	  of	  the	  most	  imposing	  issues	  that	  Davies	  
addresses	  in	  his	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet.	  	  The	  stage	  is	  a	  natural	  place	  in	  
which	  to	  explore	  this	  concept,	  because	  of	  its	  ability	  to	  suspend	  the	  normative	  
ideas	  and	  constructs	  of	  society	  and	  culture.	  	  The	  discussion	  that	  takes	  place	  
between	  Kitty	  and	  Nancy	  backstage	  prompts	  such	  an	  enquiry.	  While	  changing	  
after	  a	  show,	  Kitty	  comments	  to	  Nancy	  that	  dressing	  like	  a	  boy	  and	  cutting	  her	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hair	  allows	  her	  to	  transgress	  the	  gender	  divide	  and	  experience	  the	  privilege	  
afforded	  men	  during	  this	  time.	  	  She	  says	  that	  “men	  have	  all	  the	  fun…but,	  don’t	  get	  
me	  wrong,	  I	  do	  like	  being	  a	  girl	  as	  well	  you	  know”	  (Davies,	  2002,	  ep	  1).	  	  Kitty’s	  
attraction	  to	  both	  male	  and	  female	  qualities,	  as	  seen	  when	  she	  confesses	  that	  
‘men	  have	  all	  the	  fun	  [but]	  I	  like	  being	  a	  girl	  as	  well’	  exposes	  inconsistency	  in	  the	  
gender	  paradigm.	  	  Here	  Kitty	  demonstrates	  that	  gender	  is	  a	  costume	  meant	  to	  be	  
worn	  and	  removed	  at	  will.	  	  Gender	  is	  shown	  to	  be	  a	  state	  that	  can	  be	  assumed	  at	  
a	  given	  opportunity,	  rather	  than	  being	  assigned.	  	  In	  the	  opening	  to	  Lesbian	  
Subjects	  (1996)	  Martha	  Vicinus	  reminds	  her	  readers	  that	  ‘we	  live	  in	  a	  gendered	  
world	  in	  which	  subordinate	  gender	  can	  never	  escape	  the	  dominant’	  (1996,	  p.	  3).	  
Davies	  subverts	  this	  hegemony	  through	  the	  illusionary	  nature	  of	  the	  stage.	  	  	  
Davies’	  adaptation	  challenges	  the	  viability	  of	  gender	  discourses	  through	  
the	  ventriloquist	  and	  puppet	  act	  Kitty	  and	  Nancy	  perform	  on	  stage.	  	  He	  uses	  this	  
aspect	  of	  the	  story	  to	  repeat	  known	  social	  narratives,	  while	  at	  the	  same	  time	  the	  
gender	  switching	  between	  Kitty	  and	  Nancy	  reinvents	  these	  familiar	  discourses	  to	  
make	  them	  fresh.	  	  Linda	  Hutcheon	  maintains	  that	  adaptations	  bring	  audience	  
pleasure,	  because	  of	  their	  ‘enriching,	  palimpsestic	  doubleness’	  (Hutcheon,	  2006,	  
p.	  120).	  	  To	  a	  viewer	  who	  is	  unfamiliar	  with	  Waters’	  work,	  Davies’	  adaptation	  
will	  be	  experienced	  as	  simply	  an	  adaptation.	  	  But	  for	  those	  viewers	  who	  are	  
familiar	  with	  Waters	  they	  experience	  Davies’	  work	  as	  ‘an	  adaptation’	  
(Hutcheon’s	  italics,	  ibid,	  p120).	  	  Here	  Hutcheon	  clearly	  makes	  a	  distinction,	  
because	  she	  argues	  that	  the	  knowing	  audience	  gains	  their	  pleasure	  from	  the	  
‘oscillat[ion]	  in	  our	  memories	  with	  what	  we	  are	  experiencing.	  In	  the	  process	  we	  
inevitably	  fill	  in	  gaps	  in	  the	  adaptation	  with	  information	  from	  the	  adapted	  text’	  
(ibid,	  p121).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Hutcheon	  is	  highlighting	  the	  way	  that	  an	  adaptation	  
can	  aid	  the	  pleasure	  of	  an	  audience.	  	  Movement	  and	  ‘oscillation’	  are	  all	  part	  of	  the	  
meaning	  making	  that	  advances	  the	  subject	  matter	  beyond	  the	  boundaries	  of	  the	  
literary	  text.	  	  Indeed	  they	  are	  essential	  to	  the	  creation	  of	  additional	  and	  
expanded	  versions	  of	  the	  story	  that	  has	  been	  adapted.	  	  On	  this	  point,	  Hutcheon	  
suggests	  that	  adapters	  like	  Davies	  rely	  on	  the	  ability	  of	  audiences	  to	  make	  such	  
connections	  when	  they	  move	  from	  ‘the	  discursive	  expansion	  of	  telling	  to	  the	  
performative	  time	  and	  space	  limitations	  of	  showing’	  (ibid,	  p,	  121).	  	  	  One	  could	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argue	  that	  the	  space	  of	  the	  stage	  is	  the	  ideal	  place	  where	  Davies’	  adaptation	  
exceeds	  the	  ‘discursive’	  nature	  of	  Waters’	  story	  through	  the	  act	  of	  ‘showing.’	  	  
The	  story	  that	  this	  act	  between	  Nancy	  and	  Kitty	  tells	  to	  a	  knowing	  
audience	  can	  be	  read	  as	  an	  allegory	  of	  gender:	  one	  that	  details	  a	  tale	  of	  sterility	  
and	  artificiality.	  	  The	  essence	  of	  the	  relationship	  between	  the	  ventriloquist	  and	  
dummy	  is	  the	  denial	  of	  agency.	  	  The	  puppet	  is	  over-­‐written	  by	  the	  dominance	  of	  
the	  ventriloquist	  and	  so	  is	  subject	  to	  systematic	  control	  and	  censorship.	  This	  
detail	  allows	  Davies	  to	  exploit	  the	  juxtaposition	  of	  the	  performance	  with	  the	  self-­‐	  
limiting	  arguments	  around	  gender	  in	  a	  way	  that	  exceeds	  the	  literary	  form,	  
because	  they	  exaggerate	  the	  act.	  	  Similarly	  Hutcheon	  articulates	  as	  a	  form	  of	  
amplification	  of	  meaning	  an	  ‘interpretive	  doubling,	  a	  conceptual	  flipping	  back	  
and	  forth	  between	  the	  work	  we	  know	  and	  the	  work	  we	  are	  experiencing’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
139).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  ‘interpretive	  doubling’	  is	  also	  complicated	  by	  the	  social,	  
cultural	  and	  historical	  context	  in	  which	  the	  debates	  around	  gender	  emanates	  and	  
are	  situated.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  when	  Kitty	  and	  Nancy	  go	  backstage	  and	  reveal	  
their	  disguise,	  they,	  in	  the	  process,	  uncover	  the	  irrationality	  of	  the	  arguments	  
that	  maintain	  the	  dominance	  of	  masculinity.	  	  One	  could	  say	  that	  society	  cloaks	  
these	  debates	  in	  order	  to	  maintain	  their	  privilege.	  	  The	  point	  is	  that	  they	  are	  
universally	  accepted	  without	  question.	  	  But	  here,	  their	  ‘nakedness’	  weakens	  the	  
gendered	  binary	  divide	  between	  man	  and	  woman	  and	  leaves	  the	  whole	  field	  
exposed	  and	  vulnerable	  to	  closer	  scrutiny	  by	  the	  viewer.	  	  
	  
Subversive	  Lesbian	  Bodies	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (2002)	  presented	  Davies	  with	  an	  opportunity	  to	  engage	  his	  
viewers	  with	  representations	  of	  lesbian	  desire.	  	  This	  presents	  his	  traditional	  fan	  
base	  with	  an	  alternative	  subject	  matter	  to	  the	  material	  that	  he	  has	  become	  
known	  for.	  	  Cardwell	  expresses	  the	  opinion	  that	  Davies	  is	  ‘tenderly	  regarded	  by	  
television	  audiences’	  (2005,	  p.	  1).	  	  This	  admiration,	  she	  states	  comes	  from	  the	  
way	  that	  he	  engages	  his	  audience	  with	  ‘wit,	  warmth,	  boldness,	  freshness,	  
originality,	  insightfulness	  and	  intelligence	  (ibid,	  p.	  1).	  	  These	  qualities,	  especially	  
‘boldness,’	  ‘originality’	  and	  ‘insightfulness’	  draw	  attention	  to	  the	  resourcefulness	  
and	  capacity	  of	  Davies	  as	  a	  screenwriter.	  	  It	  is	  because	  of	  this	  mix	  of	  sensitivity	  
and	  ‘warmth’	  coupled	  with	  ‘intelligence’	  that	  Davies	  was	  an	  ideal	  choice	  to	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convert	  Waters’	  novel	  for	  the	  small	  screen.	  	  Up	  until	  this	  point,	  lesbians	  in	  the	  
way	  that	  Waters	  draws	  their	  lives	  were	  rarely	  seen	  on	  television.	  	  It	  is	  therefore	  
of	  little	  surprise	  that	  Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women	  was	  
set	  for	  success.	  	  
Yet	  Davies	  is	  often	  accused	  of	  spicing	  up	  his	  scripts	  with	  ‘sex	  and	  passion’	  
while	  Cardwell	  also	  notes	  that	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  he	  is	  praiseworthy	  for	  his	  
‘powerful,	  witty,	  cunning	  female	  characters’	  (ibid,	  p	  89).	  	  Seen	  in	  opposition	  to	  
each	  other	  these	  features	  are	  disempowering	  for	  women.	  	  Female	  representation	  
as	  ‘sex	  and	  passion’	  alone	  continues	  the	  cultural	  discourses	  that	  objectify	  and	  
undermine	  the	  female	  form.	  	  Individually	  they	  deny	  women	  the	  ‘wit’	  and	  ‘power’	  
they	  are	  able	  to	  derive	  from	  their	  own	  subjectivity.	  	  But	  this	  separation	  reflects	  a	  
much	  deeper	  unease	  that	  exists	  in	  society	  over	  the	  way	  that	  the	  lesbian	  body	  has	  
entered	  the	  contemporary	  consciousness.	  	  Rebecca	  Jennings’	  A	  Lesbian	  History	  of	  
Britain	  (2007)	  highlights	  that	  by	  the	  end	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  and	  beginning	  
of	  the	  twentieth,	  the	  control	  over	  the	  sexed	  lesbian	  body	  had	  transferred	  from	  
that	  of	  a	  moral	  issue	  to	  one	  of	  a	  medical	  problem.	  	  She	  argues	  that	  same-­‐sex-­‐acts	  
between	  women	  were	  no	  longer	  viewed	  in	  terms	  of	  sinful	  deviancy,	  but	  instead	  
showed	  evidence	  of	  an	  ‘underlying	  pathology	  or	  sickness’	  (2007,	  p.	  75).	  	  More	  
harmful	  to	  the	  social	  representation	  of	  lesbianism	  than	  deviancy,	  though	  this	  is	  
bad	  enough,	  suggestions	  of	  ‘pathological	  sickness’	  remove	  any	  effort	  that	  a	  
lesbian	  might	  take	  in	  making	  an	  active	  choice	  to	  desire	  other	  women.	  	  In	  this	  
regard,	  lesbianism	  entered	  the	  mindset	  of	  society	  through	  a	  profiled	  set	  of	  
behaviours,	  categorized	  and	  identifiable.	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  the	  public	  
perception	  of	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  has	  been	  shaped	  by	  a	  trajectory	  that	  has	  set	  
homosexuality	  in	  opposition	  to	  heterosexuality	  and	  has	  medicalised	  the	  desiring	  
bodies	  of	  women	  who	  love	  other	  women.	  	  Moreover,	  a	  lack	  of	  life-­‐affirming	  
examples	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  between	  working	  class	  women	  in	  the	  mainstream	  
means	  that	  there	  is	  little	  available	  to	  counter	  these	  social	  narratives.	  	  Cheshire	  
Calhoun	  draws	  attention	  to	  how,	  ‘the	  isolation	  of	  the	  social	  dynamics	  of	  class	  
successfully	  relegates	  sexual	  preference	  to	  an	  attendant	  position’	  in	  her	  chapter	  
‘The	  Gender	  Closet:	  Lesbian	  Disappearance	  under	  the	  Sign	  “Woman”’	  (1996,	  p	  
210).	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Any	  adaptation	  of	  Waters’	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  needed	  to	  be	  ‘bold’	  and	  
‘insightful’	  if	  mainstream	  viewers	  were	  going	  to	  be	  able	  to	  access	  alternative	  
readings	  of	  stereotypes.	  	  In	  the	  weeks	  leading	  up	  to	  the	  BBC	  airing	  Davies	  is	  
quoted	  by	  Heather	  Emmens	  as	  commenting	  to	  the	  press	  that	  ‘men	  are	  going	  to	  
love	  it’	  (Emmens,	  2009,	  p	  135).	  	  Emmens	  has	  been	  highly	  critical	  of	  Davies	  for	  
this	  statement,	  arguing	  that	  it	  encouraged	  the	  mainstream	  media’s	  ‘impulse	  to	  
deny	  lesbian	  subjectivity,	  and	  to	  repackage	  lesbian	  sexuality	  for	  a	  heterosexual	  
male	  gaze’	  (ibid,	  p.	  135).	  	  To	  suggest	  that	  the	  promotion	  of	  Davies’	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet	  to	  a	  mainstream	  audience	  was	  in	  some	  way	  objectifying	  the	  lesbian	  body	  
or	  denying	  ‘lesbian	  subjectivity’	  seems	  a	  shortsighted	  accusation	  to	  make.	  	  In	  
many	  respects	  the	  reclaiming	  effect	  of	  Nancy’s	  story	  comes	  from	  the	  way	  in	  
which	  it	  helps	  traditional,	  classic-­‐adaptation	  viewers	  the	  opportunity	  to	  visualize	  
lesbian	  lived	  existence.	  	  Given	  that	  at	  this	  time	  lesbian	  experience	  was	  not	  
commonly	  broadcast	  on	  television,	  images	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire	  being	  privileged	  in	  
the	  same	  way	  as	  heterosexuality	  sends	  out	  a	  powerful	  message	  (Stonewall,	  
2006).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Emmens’	  comment	  seems	  to	  ignore	  the	  culture-­‐countering	  
presence	  that	  an	  authenticated	  lesbian	  love	  story	  has.	  In	  other	  words,	  she	  misses	  
the	  potency	  of	  seeing	  lesbian	  sex	  portrayed	  within	  a	  wider	  historical,	  socio-­‐
economic	  story.	  	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  a	  story	  that	  is	  erotically	  driven.	  	  For	  
example,	  Nancy	  experiences	  many	  sexual	  rites	  of	  passage	  in	  the	  story.	  	  Her	  
sexual	  curiosity	  is	  aroused	  by	  Kitty	  Butler	  in	  the	  backstage	  at	  the	  theatre.	  	  
Nancy’s	  first	  sexual	  encounter	  is	  with	  Kitty	  in	  the	  boarding	  house.	  	  Nancy	  
experiences	  episodes	  of	  submission	  as	  a	  prostitute	  and	  she	  experiments	  with	  S	  
and	  M	  sex	  through	  her	  affair	  with	  Diana.	  	  With	  the	  maid	  at	  Felicity	  Place,	  Nancy	  
learns	  to	  become	  sexually	  dominant.	  	  But	  it	  is	  her	  new	  relationship	  with	  Florence	  
that	  brings	  with	  it	  the	  type	  of	  sexual	  encounter	  that	  is	  equitable	  and	  sustaining.	  	  
Indeed	  it	  would	  be	  difficult	  to	  justify	  keeping	  the	  sex	  out	  of	  Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet,	  as	  it	  is	  the	  lace	  that	  binds	  the	  whole	  tale	  together.	  On	  this	  very	  
issue	  Waters	  has	  said	  ‘Nancy’s	  sense	  of	  her	  own	  sexuality	  is	  at	  the	  very	  heart	  of	  
the	  story’	  (Waters,	  2002).	  	  Sex	  is	  also	  key	  to	  the	  bildungsroman	  form	  from	  which	  
Davies	  and	  Waters	  borrow.	  	  
Waters	  purposefully	  details	  Nancy’s	  sexual	  encounters	  in	  order	  to	  
validate	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  and	  move	  on	  from	  what	  she	  sees	  as	  a	  mainstream	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preoccupation	  with	  ‘gay	  characters	  com[ing]	  out’	  (ibid,	  2002).	  	  In	  keeping	  with	  
this	  artistic	  expression,	  Davies’	  depiction	  of	  Nancy	  chimes	  with	  the	  way	  Waters	  
wrote	  her,	  as	  a	  woman	  being	  a	  ‘grown	  up	  lesbian	  in	  [her]	  own	  complicated	  
lesbian	  world	  (ibid).	  	  Waters	  does	  not	  recognise	  the	  issue	  raised	  by	  Emmens;	  
namely	  that	  Davies	  adaptation	  objectifies	  the	  lesbian	  body.	  	  She	  states	  that	  she	  
‘feels	  secure	  in	  reaching	  a	  lesbian	  audience	  and	  a	  gay-­‐friendly	  audience	  more	  
generally,	  and	  those	  are	  my	  priorities.	  	  If	  other	  people	  are	  getting	  turned	  on	  by	  
the	  book	  and	  series	  for	  more	  dubious	  reasons,	  then	  good	  luck	  to	  them!’	  (ibid)	  	  
Here,	  Waters	  acknowledges	  that	  the	  material	  that	  deals	  explicitly	  with	  sexual	  
desire	  can	  ‘turn	  people	  on’	  but	  that	  this	  is	  not	  the	  real	  focus.	  	  For	  her,	  the	  most	  
important	  issue	  is	  the	  delight	  in	  seeing	  a	  ‘very	  positive,	  rather	  gorgeous	  lesbian	  
story	  on	  peak	  time	  British	  TV’	  (ibid).	  	  Davies	  gave	  the	  viewer	  a	  ‘very	  positive’	  
representation	  of	  a	  lesbian	  story	  in	  his	  version	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet,	  and	  
achieved	  success	  on	  primetime	  television	  in	  the	  process.	  	  Emmens	  rightly	  
identifies	  that	  Davies’	  promotion	  of	  the	  show	  contributed	  towards	  the	  interest	  
that	  was	  generated	  in	  the	  media.	  When	  Davies	  announced	  in	  a	  press	  conference	  
that	  ‘men	  are	  going	  to	  love	  it’	  he	  guaranteed	  a	  significant	  amount	  of	  publicity	  
would	  be	  generated	  (Davies,	  2002).	  	  Emmens	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  variety	  of	  
interested	  that	  was	  piqued.	  	  She	  states	  that	  the:	  	  
serial’s	  widespread	  promotion,	  moreover,	  provoked	  significant	  and	  
varied	  responses	  in	  the	  British	  media:	  discussions	  about	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet	  and,	  more	  broadly,	  sexuality,	  proliferated	  in	  tabloid	  and	  broadsheet	  
newspapers,	  lesbian	  magazines,	  television	  talk	  shows,	  and	  straight	  and	  
queer	  online	  sources	  (2009,	  p.	  134).	  
Here,	  Emmens	  highlights	  how	  Davies’	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  encouraged	  discussions	  
of	  ‘sexuality’	  in	  a	  broad	  cross	  section	  of	  society.	  	  The	  cultural	  distance	  between	  
people	  who	  read	  the	  ‘tabloid	  and	  broadsheets,’	  and	  who	  watched	  ‘television	  talk	  
shows’	  with	  those	  who	  read	  ‘lesbian	  magazines’	  and	  accessed	  ‘queer	  online	  
sources’	  was	  suddenly	  narrowed,	  as	  sexuality	  (lesbian	  sexuality	  moreover),	  
became	  the	  shared	  topic	  for	  debate.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Davies’	  male	  orientated	  
comment	  goes	  beyond	  a	  recirculation	  of	  cultural	  hegemony	  regarding	  the	  female	  
form.	  	  Instead,	  he	  is	  being	  deliberately	  provocative	  in	  order	  to	  ensure	  people’s	  
interest.	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Emmens	  acknowledges	  that	  the	  success	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  a	  way	  of	  
‘marking	  a	  milestone	  for	  the	  mainstream	  portrayal	  of	  lesbian	  characters’	  (ibid,	  p	  
134),	  but	  the	  concessions	  given	  in	  order	  to	  ensure	  such	  a	  ‘milestone’	  are	  too	  
great	  for	  her.	  	  Emmens	  argues	  that	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  of	  Nancy	  Astley,	  for	  
example,	  has	  been	  ‘femme-­‐inized’	  (sic)	  for	  the	  BBC	  viewing	  public,	  becoming	  too	  
beautiful	  and	  too	  feminine	  to	  authenticate	  lesbian	  existence	  (ibid,	  p.	  134).	  	  This	  is	  
because	  Nancy’s	  appearance,	  she	  says	  ‘	  appeals	  to	  a	  heterosexual	  convention	  of	  
female	  desirability’	  (ibid,	  p.	  136).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  Rachael	  Stirling,	  the	  actress	  who	  
plays	  Nancy	  Astley,	  is	  too	  visually	  appealing	  and	  photogenic.	  	  She	  has	  a	  beautiful	  
oval	  face,	  large	  eyes	  and	  full	  lips	  and	  to	  a	  certain	  extent	  this	  makes	  her	  conform	  
to	  what	  Emmens	  sees	  as	  a	  hyper	  feminine	  “‘Hollywood”	  ideal	  of	  femininity’	  that	  
saturates	  the	  media	  (ibid,	  p.	  136).	  	  	  Emmens	  also	  maintains	  that	  Nancy’s	  make-­‐
up	  emphasises	  her	  feminine	  beauty,	  as	  does	  her	  clothing.	  	  The	  masher	  costume	  
Nancy	  wears	  appears	  to	  be	  purposely	  feminised	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  is	  cut	  to	  
accentuate	  female	  hips	  and	  this,	  Emmens	  states,	  ensures	  that	  Nancy’s	  
appearance	  avoids	  any	  unnecessary	  gender	  ambiguity,	  because	  it	  appears	  
‘coded’	  and	  recognisable	  (ibid,	  p.	  136).	  	  She	  maintains	  that	  these	  qualities	  ‘render	  
the	  spectacle	  more	  transparent	  than	  transgressive’	  (ibid,	  p.	  136).	  	  Moreover,	  
when	  Nancy	  and	  Kitty	  play	  out	  their	  sex	  scenes,	  Emmens	  says	  they	  ‘evoke	  the	  
pseudo-­‐lesbian	  imagery	  of	  heterosexual	  pornography’	  (ibid,	  p.	  137).	  	  Neither	  
character	  appears	  overtly	  subversive	  because	  it	  was	  never	  the	  intention	  of	  
Davies	  to	  present	  a	  drama	  about	  desire.	  	  The	  notion	  that	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  
houses	  a	  pornographic	  narrative	  comes	  from	  the	  same	  promotional	  interview	  
that	  Davies	  made	  before	  the	  show	  was	  first	  aired.	  	  On	  this	  occasion	  he	  referred	  to	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  as	  ‘a	  new	  lesbian	  sex	  drama’	  (Davies,	  2002).	  	  Emmens	  uses	  this	  
statement	  to	  argue	  that	  the	  focus	  of	  Davies’	  drama	  centres	  on	  the	  sex	  acts	  
between	  the	  women,	  rather	  than	  on	  their	  lived	  experiences.	  	  	  
	  
Modeling	  Sexuality	  for	  a	  Fe-­male	  Audience	  
The	  problem	  for	  Emmens	  is	  that	  Nancy	  is	  not	  shown	  to	  be	  butch	  in	  the	  way	  that	  
she	  imagines.	  	  Indeed	  it	  is	  also	  true	  that	  Waters	  envisaged	  Nancy	  to	  be	  ‘more	  
butch’	  than	  the	  way	  she	  appears	  in	  Davies’	  adaptation	  (Waters,	  2002).	  	  A	  butch	  
lesbian,	  Emmens	  believes,	  is	  much	  more	  likely	  to	  present	  a	  troubling	  lesbian	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figure,	  because	  it	  makes	  the	  female	  form	  less	  desirable	  to	  a	  mainstream	  viewer	  
(2009,	  p.	  137).	  	  However,	  appearance	  is	  only	  part	  of	  being	  butch.	  Waters	  
highlights	  this	  very	  issue	  when	  she	  acknowledges	  that	  the	  actress	  who	  plays	  
Nancy,	  Rachael	  Stirling,	  made	  her	  ‘appealing,	  more	  spirited,	  in	  ways	  that	  I	  had	  
not	  anticipated,	  and	  liked	  very	  much’	  (Waters,	  2002).	  	  Waters	  is	  demonstrating	  
here	  that	  butchness	  is	  also	  about	  attitude.	  	  On	  this	  matter,	  Judith	  Halberstam’s	  
essay	  ‘F2M’(1994)	  makes	  the	  point	  that:	  ‘Butch	  is	  a	  belief,	  a	  performance,	  a	  
swagger	  in	  the	  walk;	  butch	  is	  an	  attitude,	  a	  tough	  line,	  a	  fiction,	  a	  way	  of	  dressing’	  
(1994	  p.	  223).	  	  According	  to	  Halberstam,	  a	  ‘way	  of	  dressing’	  is	  only	  part	  of	  being	  
butch.	  	  To	  be	  butch	  goes	  beyond	  the	  surface	  of	  appearance.	  	  It	  has	  to	  do	  with	  
‘belief’	  and	  commitment,	  a	  way	  of	  being,	  rather	  than	  just	  a	  way	  of	  being	  seen.	  	  
Otherwise,	  butchness	  risks	  becoming	  encoded	  in	  the	  same	  way	  that	  traditional	  
ideas	  of	  gender	  have	  been	  categorised	  and	  performed:	  this	  I	  believe	  is	  what	  
domesticates	  the	  lesbian	  figure	  that	  Emmens	  is	  so	  critical	  of	  in	  Stirling’s	  
performance.	  	  It	  is	  this	  expectation	  of	  butchness	  rather	  than	  the	  letting	  out	  of	  the	  
hips	  on	  the	  costume	  that	  limits	  the	  argument.	  	  	  
To	  convincingly	  be	  butch,	  Halberstam	  argues,	  comes	  from	  owning	  a	  
presence	  that	  exceeds	  the	  limitations	  of	  ‘dick’	  and	  ‘breasts’	  (ibid,	  p.	  223).	  	  The	  
‘dick’	  is	  perceived	  as	  a	  sign	  that	  assigns	  masculinity,	  while	  the	  ‘breasts’	  indicate	  
that	  masculinity	  is	  only	  a	  veneer.	  	  In	  this	  way	  the	  question	  should	  be	  whether	  
Davies’	  characterisation	  of	  lesbianism	  through	  Stirling’s	  character	  Nancy,	  
destabilizes	  sexual	  identity.	  In	  answer,	  Nancy	  is	  not	  defined	  by	  her	  cross-­‐
dressing	  alone.	  	  Her	  ‘breasts’	  are	  very	  real,	  because	  she	  is	  female	  and	  she	  wears	  a	  
‘dick’	  both	  metaphorically	  and	  literally.	  	  When	  Nancy	  is	  on	  stage,	  when	  she	  is	  
renting	  and	  when	  she	  lives	  with	  Florence	  she	  assumes	  the	  appearance	  of	  a	  man	  
to	  disguise	  her	  true	  identity	  and	  to	  wear	  trousers.	  But	  when	  Nancy	  is	  engaged	  in	  
penetrative	  sex,	  she	  wears	  masculinity	  literally	  in	  the	  form	  of	  a	  strap-­‐on	  dildo.	  	  
Thus	  the	  audience	  sees	  that	  Nancy	  both	  dresses	  as	  a	  man	  and	  also	  occupies	  a	  
position	  of	  male	  privilege	  at	  times	  too.	  This	  happens	  all	  the	  while	  in	  the	  
knowledge	  that	  Nancy	  is	  female	  (because	  of	  her	  breasts).	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  it	  is	  
important	  that	  Nancy’s	  female-­‐sex	  is	  not	  hidden	  by	  Stirling’s	  costume,	  but	  rather	  
emphasised.	  	  This	  allows	  her	  character	  to	  subvert	  heteronormative	  values,	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because	  it	  becomes	  apparent	  that,	  as	  the	  adaptation	  progresses,	  the	  clothes	  that	  
Nancy	  dresses	  up	  in	  become	  equivalent	  to	  her	  true	  sense	  of	  self.	  	  	  
After	  the	  incident	  where	  Kitty	  ‘breaks	  her	  heart,’	  Nancy	  uses	  disguise	  to	  
earn	  a	  living	  as	  a	  street-­‐walker,	  playing	  the	  roles	  of	  ‘Tommy	  Atkins,	  Eton	  Bertie,	  
Abel	  Seaman	  Sims	  and	  Bobby	  Brown	  from	  Bermondsey’	  (chapter	  1,	  episode	  2).	  	  
These	  ‘performances,’	  Nancy	  begins	  to	  realise,	  ‘are	  no	  different	  from	  her	  stage	  
act’	  (chapter	  1,	  episode	  2).	  	  These	  are	  the	  times	  when	  Nancy	  feels	  most	  liberated	  
and	  experiences	  the	  most	  freedom.	  	  Davies	  uses	  the	  act	  of	  cross-­‐dressing	  to	  
explore	  the	  pretensions	  of	  gender	  and	  open	  up	  an	  alternative	  narrative	  space.	  	  
Here,	  the	  costuming	  reveals	  more	  than	  the	  story,	  it	  exposes	  the	  artificiality	  of	  a	  
sexual	  dress	  code.	  	  This	  exposure	  generates	  an	  alternative	  idea	  of	  sexuality	  and	  
desire	  that	  has	  been	  previously	  inaccessible	  to	  the	  traditional,	  mainstream	  
watcher	  of	  classic-­‐adaptation.	  As	  a	  consequence,	  Stirling’s	  characterisation	  of	  
Nancy	  destabilizes	  traditional	  ideas	  of	  sexual	  identity,	  because	  without	  the	  other	  
attributes,	  just	  dressing	  butch	  takes	  the	  risk	  of	  lesbian	  identity	  collapsing	  into	  a	  
vacuum	  of	  heteronormativity.	  	  
Re-­‐imagining	  alternative	  ideas	  of	  sexuality	  occurs	  at	  the	  edges	  or	  on	  the	  
periphery	  of	  orthodox	  understanding	  of	  identity.	  	  New	  critical	  spaces	  cannot	  be	  
expressed	  through	  traditional,	  hegemonic	  idioms,	  because	  their	  prescription	  is	  
too	  narrow.	  	  Female	  gender	  for	  instance	  is	  inextricably	  linked	  to	  the	  discourses	  
of	  reproduction	  and	  sexuality	  and	  their	  codependency	  on	  each	  other	  means	  that	  
female	  sexuality	  is	  always	  gendered.	  	  De	  Lauretis	  has	  worked	  extensively	  on	  
cultural	  representations	  of	  lesbian	  identity	  in	  order	  to	  critically	  delineate	  
sexuality	  and	  gender	  from	  each	  other.	  	  Seeking	  an	  erotic	  space	  for	  women,	  De	  
Lauretis	  asserts	  that	  the	  ‘phallic	  regime	  of	  an	  asserted	  sexual	  difference	  between	  
men	  and	  women’	  is	  ill	  equipped	  to	  take	  into	  account	  a	  female	  response	  to	  female	  
homosexuality	  (2000,	  p.	  385).	  	  The	  ‘regime’	  that	  she	  identifies	  here	  is	  one	  that	  
denies	  a	  female	  audience	  the	  opportunity	  to	  experience	  both	  an	  auto	  and	  a	  homo	  
response	  to	  characters	  like	  Nancy	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet.	  	  As	  de	  Lauretis	  suggests,	  
‘a	  woman	  might	  desire	  a	  woman	  “like”	  herself,	  someone	  of	  the	  “same”	  sex,	  that	  
might	  also	  have	  auto-­‐	  and	  homosexual	  appetites’	  (ibid,	  p.	  385).	  	  	  Thus	  the	  notion	  
of	  the	  erotic	  space	  is	  a	  place	  where	  women	  can	  address	  themselves	  to	  women	  
and,	  as	  De	  Lauretis	  goes	  on	  further	  to	  say	  ‘the	  very	  act	  of	  assuming	  and	  speaking	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from	  the	  position	  of	  subject,	  a	  women	  could	  concurrently	  recognise	  women	  as	  
subjects	  and	  as	  objects	  of	  female	  desire	  (ibid,	  p.	  384).	  	  Thus	  the	  female	  erotic	  
space	  allows	  the	  sophisticated	  female	  viewer	  to	  oscillate	  between	  a	  coded	  and	  
rarified	  response	  to	  one	  of	  same–sex	  desire	  simultaneously.	  	  	  
In	  adapting	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  Davies	  has	  made	  a	  concerted	  effort	  to	  
dislodge	  the	  erotic	  from	  the	  discourse	  of	  gender.	  There	  is	  evidence	  of	  innovative	  
practice	  where	  Davies	  has	  clearly	  created	  new	  spaces	  in	  which	  women	  can	  
address	  other	  women.	  	  He	  achieves	  this	  in	  the	  way	  that	  he	  avoids	  over-­‐stating	  
references	  to	  a	  prescriptive	  gendered	  discourse.	  	  For	  instance,	  when	  Nancy	  first	  
becomes	  Kitty’s	  dresser	  the	  viewer	  sees	  her	  putting	  on	  the	  costume	  Kitty	  wears	  
in	  her	  masher	  act.	  	  Nancy	  dresses	  up	  in	  trousers,	  waistcoat	  and	  cap.	  	  However,	  it	  
is	  what	  she	  follows	  this	  action	  with	  that	  displaces	  the	  paradigms	  of	  gender	  and	  
introduces	  the	  erotic	  space	  into	  the	  scene.	  	  After	  changing	  her	  everyday	  clothes	  
for	  Kitty’s	  Nancy	  looks	  at	  herself	  intently	  in	  the	  mirror,	  she	  declares	  her	  love	  for	  
Kitty,	  whilst	  at	  the	  same	  time	  she	  can	  be	  seen	  repeatedly	  kissing	  her	  own	  image.	  	  
Here	  Davies	  emphasises	  difference	  through	  the	  erotic	  space.	  	  Nancy	  can	  be	  seen	  
to	  assume	  both	  positions	  of	  being	  female:	  one	  as	  the	  desiring	  subject	  and	  one	  as	  
the	  object	  of	  desire.	  	  The	  relationship	  of	  the	  female	  to	  the	  self	  is	  evident	  in	  the	  
image	  reflected	  back	  to	  Nancy	  in	  the	  mirror.	  	  Her	  gender	  fluidity	  articulates	  an	  
alternative	  sense	  of	  self.	  	  At	  the	  same	  time	  the	  kissing	  mouth	  represents	  female	  
sexuality	  and	  the	  erotic,	  inviting	  the	  female	  viewer	  to	  locate	  their	  own	  auto-­‐
homo	  response.	  	  	  
	  
All	  that	  is	  Aired	  Eventually	  Turns	  Solid	  
When	  Davies	  charged	  the	  viewer	  in	  the	  popular	  press	  with	  the	  task	  of	  loving	  his	  
adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  he	  was	  acknowledging	  the	  power	  of	  the	  show’s	  
story	  to	  evoke	  debate.	  	  Davies	  understands	  how	  narratives	  work	  in	  popular	  
culture	  and	  how	  popular	  culture	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  redraft	  accepted	  practices	  
and	  behaviours.	  	  On	  this	  matter,	  Jim	  Collins	  argues	  that	  the	  intersection	  between	  
high	  art	  and	  popular	  culture	  is	  one	  of	  the	  ‘most	  significant	  features	  of	  
contemporary	  storytelling’	  (2009,	  p.	  464).	  	  Davies’	  screenwriting	  success	  
‘intersects’	  these	  two	  areas	  of	  ‘high	  art’	  and	  ‘popular	  culture’	  because	  he	  brings	  
together	  what	  can	  be	  described	  as	  disparate	  intertexts,	  those	  of	  classic	  fiction	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and	  prime	  time	  television,	  producing	  BBC	  drama	  from	  classic	  novels.	  	  Collins	  
sees	  that	  such	  merging,	  borrowing	  and	  re-­‐presenting	  of	  high	  art	  in	  a	  popular	  
cultural	  format	  stimulates	  what	  he	  calls	  ‘narrative	  action’	  on	  two	  levels	  (ibid,	  p.	  
464).	  	  The	  influence	  of	  ‘narrative	  action’	  is	  felt	  in	  the	  way	  that	  it	  references	  
‘character	  adventure’	  and	  ‘a	  text’s	  adventure’	  both	  of	  which	  are	  subject	  to	  what	  
Collins	  sees	  as	  an	  ‘array	  of	  contemporary	  cultural	  production’	  (ibid,	  p.	  464).	  	  
What	  Collins	  means	  in	  saying	  this	  is	  the	  way	  that	  new	  modes	  of	  cultural	  
production	  enable	  old	  ways	  of	  established	  thinking	  to	  be	  re-­‐thought.	  	  Waters	  
acknowledges	  that	  Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  occurred	  at	  an	  
interesting	  time	  in	  lesbian	  politics.	  	  She	  also	  marks	  Davies’	  intervention	  in	  genre	  
saying,	  ‘it	  just	  gave	  me	  a	  real	  kick	  to	  see	  the	  conventions	  of	  BBC	  period	  drama-­‐	  
carriages,	  corsets,	  kids	  bowling	  hoops	  in	  the	  street,	  etc	  –	  being	  hijacked	  for	  a	  
thoroughly	  lesbian	  story’	  (Waters,	  2002).	  ‘Being	  hijacked’	  is	  an	  apt	  way	  of	  
engaging	  with	  Collins’	  point.	  	  	  
Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  presents	  the	  audience	  with	  a	  view	  
of	  Victorian	  lesbian	  lived	  existence	  that	  has	  been	  little	  understood	  by	  the	  
mainstream.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  the	  adaptation	  performs	  a	  ‘narrative	  action’	  in	  that	  it	  
becomes	  the	  referent	  by	  which	  most	  traditional	  viewers	  will	  begin	  to	  access	  the	  
story.	  	  In	  effect,	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  is	  what	  Collins	  would	  call	  the	  ‘really	  real’	  
world	  of	  Victorian	  lesbian	  existence.	  	  Nevertheless,	  because	  Davies	  subverts	  the	  
sub-­‐genre	  his	  name	  is	  associated	  with,	  he	  performs	  a	  ‘hijacking’	  of	  meaning.	  	  
When	  Davies’	  adaptation	  suspends	  the	  everyday	  meaning	  of	  same–sex	  desire,	  it	  
initiates	  a	  series	  of	  individual	  negotiations	  between	  the	  day-­‐to-­‐day	  reality	  of	  the	  
spectator	  and	  the	  story	  they	  are	  being	  told.	  	  As	  Collins	  suggests,	  this	  array	  forms	  
‘the	  delicate	  process	  of	  not	  just	  maintaining,	  but	  constantly	  rearticulating	  
cultural	  memories’	  (2009,	  p.	  464).	  	  	  Collins	  suggests	  that	  gender	  assumptions	  are	  
maintained	  by	  culture	  through	  ‘a	  series	  of	  patterns	  of	  signs,	  that	  are	  now	  so	  
conventionalised	  in	  such	  a	  way	  that	  they	  are	  taken	  to	  be	  “real”	  (ibid,	  p.	  465).	  	  	  
These	  referents	  are	  made	  of	  the	  ‘patterns	  of	  signs’	  that	  form	  the	  cultural	  
memories	  that	  continue	  the	  hierarchy	  of	  privileged	  norms.	  	  In	  terms	  of	  gender	  
these	  ‘conventionalised’	  norms	  are	  responsible	  for	  assigning	  power	  to	  some,	  
while	  subjugating	  others.	  	  Consequently,	  these	  beahviours	  become	  normalized	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because,	  as	  Collins	  suggests,	  they	  are	  ‘taken	  to	  be	  “real”’	  and	  thus	  not	  generally	  
questioned	  by	  the	  mainstream.	  	  	  
Collins	  maintains	  that	  the	  only	  way	  to	  re-­‐orientate	  the	  ‘real’	  is	  to	  
foreground	  the	  ‘mechanisms	  of	  referientiality’	  (ibid,	  p.	  465).	  	  This	  is	  achieved	  in	  
Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  in	  the	  way	  that	  Davies	  maintains	  Nancy’s	  subjective	  voice	  
throughout	  the	  series.	  	  Very	  early	  on	  in	  the	  story,	  when	  Nancy	  is	  looking	  for	  
lodgings,	  she	  witnesses	  the	  liminality	  of	  her	  sexuality,	  starkly	  underlined	  for	  her	  
in	  a	  paper	  advert	  for	  a	  room	  to	  let.	  	  Within	  the	  hyphenated	  space	  of	  the	  wording	  
‘fe-­‐male’	  she	  recognises	  herself	  as	  an	  ‘unusual	  female’	  (chapter	  1,	  episode	  2).	  	  
This	  subtle	  process	  of	  identification	  presents	  a	  moment	  of	  creative	  potential	  for	  
the	  viewer.	  	  The	  hyphen	  represents	  the	  metaphorical	  space	  of	  existence,	  where	  
women	  who	  desire	  other	  women	  see	  themselves:	  neither	  part	  of	  the	  main	  social	  
and	  cultural	  narrative	  nor	  completely	  free	  from	  its	  codifying	  effect.	  	  Nancy’s	  
focus	  on	  this	  point	  draws	  attention	  to	  all	  the	  ‘clichéd’	  images	  of	  female	  
homosexuality	  that	  have	  gone	  before	  her	  and	  which	  the	  viewer	  is	  familiar	  with.	  	  
The	  effect	  of	  her	  deliberation	  here	  is	  to	  create	  a	  sense	  of	  newness	  around	  the	  
way	  a	  contemporary	  audience	  reads	  the	  processes	  through	  which	  lesbian	  
identity	  has	  been	  consumed.	  	  Collins	  makes	  the	  point	  that	  deliberating	  meaning	  
in	  this	  way	  ‘rearticulates	  a	  hyperconsciousness	  about	  the	  images	  on	  social	  
categorization	  [which]	  are	  a	  process	  of	  fundamental	  reorientation	  conducted	  on	  
and	  through	  double	  referentiality’	  (2009,	  p.	  465).	  	  The	  ‘double	  referentiality’	  
spoken	  of	  here	  is	  made	  accessible	  for	  the	  viewer	  through	  Nancy’s	  subjectivity.	  	  
This	  is	  conveyed	  in	  her	  narrative	  and	  thus	  contains	  the	  resonance	  of	  the	  past.	  	  
Beyond	  the	  screen,	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  also	  registers	  a	  wider	  cultural	  shift	  
in	  the	  way	  that	  popular	  genres	  are	  being	  used	  to	  re-­‐focus	  the	  existing	  cultural	  
database.	  	  Davies’	  adaptation	  taps	  into	  a	  hyper-­‐consciousness	  that	  Collins	  sees	  as	  
responding	  to	  this	  cultural	  movement.	  	  He	  argues	  that	  there	  is	  now	  ‘no	  uniform	  
politics	  of	  rearticulation	  any	  more	  than	  there	  is	  a	  single	  aesthetic	  for	  
rearticulation’	  (ibid,	  p.	  465).	  	  In	  other	  words,	  popular	  culture	  is	  itself	  in	  the	  
process	  of	  being	  adapted	  and	  the	  familiarity	  of	  mainstream	  is	  no	  longer	  sufficient	  
social	  referents	  on	  their	  own.	  	  Collins’	  point	  is	  perfectly	  reflected	  by	  the	  
adaptations	  that	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  itself	  has	  spawned.	  	  The	  Sun	  (2000)	  
newspaper	  ran	  a	  series	  of	  page	  three	  features	  entitled	  ‘Victorian	  Secrets’	  to	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coincide	  with	  the	  televised	  adaptation.	  	  Over	  a	  period	  of	  issues,	  readers	  were	  
given	  images	  of	  underwear-­‐clad	  females,	  posing	  provocatively	  with	  a	  small	  
biography	  to	  accompany	  them.	  	  Similarly,	  French	  and	  Saunders	  screened	  their	  
own	  parody,	  Tipping	  o	  the	  Velveteen	  (2005)	  with	  characters	  Miss	  Titty	  Saunders	  
and	  Miss	  Nancy-­‐boy	  French.	  	  In	  this	  version,	  the	  show’s	  awareness	  of	  its	  own	  
hyper-­‐consciousness	  is	  apparent.	  	  This	  is	  witnessed	  not	  solely	  through	  the	  
names	  of	  the	  characters	  and,	  the	  exposure	  of	  familiar	  social	  stereotypes	  of	  
sexuality,	  gender	  and	  period	  drama,	  but	  also	  in	  the	  way	  that	  the	  narrative	  is	  self-­‐
consciously	  interrupted	  by	  the	  actors	  French	  and	  Saunders.	  	  	  
One	  notable	  example	  of	  the	  show’s	  reflexivity	  is	  the	  scene	  where	  the	  two	  
play	  out	  their	  first	  sexual	  encounter	  and	  where	  they	  replace	  female	  body	  parts	  
with	  prosthetic	  breasts	  and	  legs.	  	  The	  artificial	  nature	  of	  this	  scene	  is	  further	  
heightened	  by	  the	  dialogue,	  which	  takes	  place	  between	  the	  two	  actors	  during	  
simulated	  sex.	  	  Titty	  Saunders	  asks	  Nancy-­‐boy	  French	  to	  pass	  on	  a	  message	  to	  
her	  real	  life	  mother,	  Diana	  Rigg,	  stating	  ‘tell	  her	  I’ll	  ring	  her,	  I	  have	  a	  phone	  
somewhere	  here,	  but	  I’m	  busy’	  (2005).	  	  This	  narrative	  serves	  to	  rupture	  the	  
expectations	  of	  a	  traditional	  period	  drama	  audience,	  as	  clearly	  the	  past	  and	  the	  
present	  are	  juxtaposed	  with	  the	  real	  and	  the	  imaginary.	  	  The	  consequence	  for	  the	  
viewer	  is	  that	  the	  notion	  of	  the	  ‘real’	  begins	  to	  look	  less	  convincing.	  	  What	  is	  
interesting	  here	  is	  the	  way	  that	  French	  and	  Saunders	  present	  a	  hybrid	  of	  popular	  
narratives	  that	  act	  in	  a	  way	  that	  Collins	  sees	  as	  a	  paradox	  (2009,	  p.	  465).	  	  This	  is	  
because	  their	  showcase	  of	  ‘generic	  artifice’	  contradicts	  the	  way	  that	  they	  would	  
be	  conventionally	  ordered	  and	  assembled.	  	  Rather	  than	  suggesting	  that	  these	  
randomly	  acquired	  pieces	  of	  generic	  reference	  empty	  the	  adaptation	  of	  meaning,	  
Collins’	  point	  is	  that	  they	  become	  part	  of	  a	  re-­‐valuing	  social	  exercise	  (ibid,	  p.	  
466).	  	  He	  argues	  that	  ‘generic	  artifacts	  acquire	  new	  discursive	  registers	  
unforeseen	  in	  their	  initial	  contexts’	  (ibid,	  p.	  466).	  	  	  In	  terms	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  
these	  ‘new	  discursive	  registers’	  attenuate	  the	  gendered	  discourses	  that	  have	  held	  
a	  cultural	  impact,	  like	  those	  of	  sexology	  for	  instance.	  	  As	  Collins	  asserts,	  
‘contemporary	  popular	  narratives	  mark	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  next	  phase’	  (ibid,	  p.	  
470).	  	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet’s	  transitory	  qualities	  presents	  the	  ‘beginning	  of	  the	  next	  
phase’	  for	  a	  cultural	  understanding	  of	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  For	  a	  generation	  of	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Davies	  has	  said	  in	  interview	  that	  ‘part	  of	  what	  I	  am	  trying	  to	  do	  is	  to	  control	  the	  
director	  to	  some	  extent-­‐	  to	  write	  it	  in	  such	  a	  way	  that	  he’s	  going	  to	  have	  to	  shoot	  
it	  the	  way	  I	  want’	  (Cardwell,	  2005,	  p.	  70).	  	  In	  stating	  this,	  Davies	  shows	  that	  he	  
understands	  that	  the	  story	  in	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  retains	  the	  ‘vestiges	  of	  the	  
original	  semantic	  and	  syntactic	  relationship	  that	  once	  gave	  it	  a	  precise	  generic	  
value’	  (Collins,	  2009,	  p.	  466).	  	  This	  ‘generic	  value’	  was	  grafted	  from	  various	  
bodies	  of	  work.	  	  Davies	  as	  an	  award-­‐winning	  screenwriter	  and	  Waters,	  as	  an	  
award-­‐winning	  novelist,	  are	  only	  part	  of	  the	  palimpsestic	  nature	  of	  Tipping	  the	  
Velvet.	  	  In	  a	  much	  broader	  sense,	  Davies’	  comment	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  
transtextual	  nature	  of	  his	  adaptation	  for	  it	  opens	  out	  the	  complex	  negotiations	  of	  
the	  body,	  sex	  and	  gender	  to	  the	  point	  where	  dysphoria	  can	  be	  experienced	  by	  the	  
audience.	  	  When	  read	  in	  these	  terms,	  the	  adaptation	  can	  be	  unsettling	  to	  a	  
traditional	  heterosexual	  audience.	  	  However,	  Halberstam’s	  work	  on	  the	  cultural	  
reception	  of	  dysphoria	  points	  towards	  the	  fact	  that	  gender	  dysphoria	  is	  openly	  
and	  intimately	  embraced	  in	  many	  lesbian	  circles,	  as	  it	  can	  be	  channeled	  to	  form	  
part	  of	  their	  libidinal	  experiences	  (1994,	  pp	  210-­‐228).	  	  As	  a	  consequence,	  not	  
only	  is	  Davies	  using	  the	  prominence	  of	  period	  drama	  to	  platform	  marginal	  
existence,	  he	  is	  also	  sensitively	  addressing	  a	  lesbian	  audience	  and	  bringing	  an	  
alternative	  cultural	  image	  of	  same	  sex	  desire	  to	  the	  mainstream.	  	  	  
	   Though	  Davies	  championed	  his	  adaptation	  to	  the	  male	  spectator	  in	  the	  
popular	  press,	  the	  narrative	  angle	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  often	  addresses	  the	  erotic	  
space.	  	  This	  narrative	  surrogacy	  enables	  a	  female	  viewer	  to	  explore	  her	  auto	  and	  
homo	  response,	  as	  the	  erotic	  presents	  women	  with	  an	  opportunity	  to	  address	  
other	  women	  directly.	  Throughout	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  Davies	  maintains	  the	  first	  
person	  narration	  of	  Nancy	  in	  order	  to	  manage	  the	  critical	  distance	  between	  the	  
screen	  and	  the	  viewer.	  	  While	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  that	  the	  opening	  montage	  
introduces	  the	  main	  themes	  of	  the	  broadcast	  and	  the	  historical	  and	  cultural	  
context,	  their	  discordant	  assembly	  highlights	  a	  scopic	  regime.	  	  As	  such	  Davies	  
presents	  a	  world-­‐view	  that	  is	  based	  on	  a	  recognisable	  reality,	  yet	  at	  the	  same	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time	  is	  undermined	  by	  the	  knowledge	  that	  it	  is	  a	  construction.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  it	  has	  
been	  shown	  how	  Davies	  takes	  advantage	  of	  the	  artifice	  of	  cultural	  production	  in	  
order	  to	  reference	  a	  different	  cultural	  status	  of	  gender	  and	  provides	  an	  










	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
i	  Other	  Waters’	  adaptations	  have	  not	  been	  subject	  to	  the	  same	  level	  of	  scrutiny	  
and,	  in	  fact	  The	  Night	  Watch	  (2011)	  was	  nominated	  for	  Stonewall’s	  broadcast	  of	  
the	  year.	  	  Therefore	  it	  perhaps	  goes	  without	  saying	  that	  these	  other	  adaptations	  
achieve	  Stonewall’s	  requisites	  that	  lesbians	  on	  television	  should	  be	  ‘visible’	  and	  
‘positive’	  when	  presented	  on	  television.	  
ii	  Here	  I	  am	  referring	  to	  the	  French	  writer	  Mme	  Jules	  Gaulthier,	  whom	  in	  1834	  
sent	  the	  French	  consul,	  Stendhal	  a	  copy	  of	  the	  manuscript	  to	  her	  novel:	  Le	  
Lieutenant.	  	  After	  scathing	  criticism	  of	  its	  content	  and	  style	  by	  Stendhal,	  all	  that	  
appears	  the	  have	  survived	  is	  the	  letter	  with	  corrections	  sent	  by	  Stendhal	  to	  
Gaulthier.	  	  It	  has	  been	  surmised	  that	  the	  missing	  manuscript	  was	  the	  first	  version	  
of	  the	  novel	  Lucien	  Leuwen,	  who	  happened	  to	  be	  the	  protagonist	  of	  Le	  Lieutenant.	  	  
Genette	  bemoans	  the	  break	  in	  the	  intertexual	  relations	  between	  texts.	  	  So	  much,	  
he	  argues,	  cannot	  be	  answered	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  transformation	  of	  form	  and	  
content	  (Palimpsests,	  p.	  383)	  	  
iii	  Julia	  Kristeva	  first	  coined	  the	  term	  ‘intertextuality’	  in	  Semiotics	  (1969).	  	  
Barthes	  has	  explored	  this	  concept	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  notion	  of	  authorship	  and	  it	  is	  
this	  application	  that	  is	  more	  pertinent	  to	  this	  thesis.	  	  
iv	  Patrick	  Geddes	  and	  J.	  Arthur	  Thompson	  used	  their	  book	  The	  Evolution	  of	  Sex	  
(1889)	  to	  argue	  that	  men	  and	  women	  were	  genetically	  destined	  to	  relate	  to	  
sexual	  stimulation	  in	  different	  ways.	  	  They	  maintained	  that	  the	  way	  male	  and	  
female	  cells	  renewed	  was	  proof	  of	  nature.	  	  The	  katabolic	  discharge	  of	  energy	  
seen	  in	  male	  cells	  was	  evidence	  that	  men	  were	  naturally	  active.	  	  Whereas,	  female	  
cells	  showed	  the	  opposite	  and	  stored	  energy.	  	  This	  argument	  was	  added	  further	  
weight	  to	  the	  idea	  that	  women	  were	  naturally	  passive	  and	  their	  reproductive	  
roles	  required	  them	  to	  conserve	  energy.	  	  	  
v	  Sexology	  went	  on	  to	  mitigate	  this	  problem	  by	  arguing	  that	  women	  who	  loved	  
other	  women	  were	  mannish	  or	  masculine.	  	  This	  aspect	  of	  sexology,	  promoted	  by	  
Krafft-­‐	  Ebing,	  Havelock	  Ellis	  and	  Freud	  is	  discussed	  in	  more	  detail	  in	  chapter	  one	  
of	  this	  thesis.	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vi	  Waters	  has	  subverted	  the	  genre	  of	  Romance	  and	  queered	  Gothic	  fiction	  in	  
order	  to	  challenge	  firmly	  held	  mainstream	  views.	  	  Similarly,	  her	  historical	  fiction	  
locates	  the	  spaces	  in	  accepted	  versions	  of	  history	  that	  have	  denied	  accessibility	  
to	  lesbian	  desire.	  	  Her	  stories	  authenticate	  a	  meaningful	  existence	  of	  women	  who	  
love	  other	  women	  by	  showing	  them	  in	  acts	  of	  social	  participation	  and	  
empowerment.	  	  Waters	  provides	  a	  social	  and	  cultural	  heritage	  for	  working	  class	  
lesbians	  at	  a	  time	  when	  this	  was	  missing	  from	  the	  historical	  record.	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This	  thesis	  has	  examined	  the	  writer	  Sarah	  Waters	  from	  an	  interdisciplinary	  
perspective	  and	  has	  shown	  how	  her	  writing	  renews	  ideas	  of	  female	  working-­‐
class	  same-­‐sex	  desire.	  	  It	  began	  by	  arguing	  that	  Waters	  has	  been	  using	  her	  
writing	  to	  respond	  to	  the	  outdated	  and	  inaccessible	  cultural	  models	  of	  lesbian	  
existence	  that	  her	  own	  PhD	  in	  1995	  identified.	  	  If	  it	  has	  been	  difficult	  for	  
contemporary	  lesbians	  to	  locate	  a	  sense	  of	  their	  agency	  and	  subjectivity	  within	  
Sapphic	  icons	  of	  the	  past,	  then	  this	  thesis	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  work	  has	  
provided	  a	  series	  of	  alternatives.	  	  Waters	  writes	  from	  an	  instinctive	  place	  within	  
herself	  that	  vibrates	  within	  her	  work.	  	  As	  Morrison	  has	  said,	  intervening	  in	  
dominant	  discourses	  comes	  from	  within	  and	  this	  thesis	  has	  shown	  how	  Waters	  
writes	  fiction	  from	  instinct,	  a	  space	  in	  her	  brain	  which	  she	  says	  is	  a	  different	  
place,	  because	  it	  is	  a	  ‘much	  more	  intuitive	  part’	  (Waters,	  2010).	  	  
This	  thesis	  has	  also	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  public	  and	  intellectual	  presence	  is	  
intimately	  woven	  into	  the	  interpretative	  processes	  and,	  like	  an	  auteur,	  Waters’	  
persona	  intervenes	  in	  the	  meaning	  making	  that	  takes	  places	  beyond	  the	  pages	  of	  
each	  manuscript.	  	  I	  have	  engaged	  with	  the	  concept	  of	  a	  second	  authorial	  self	  in	  
order	  to	  be	  able	  to	  reflect	  on	  Waters’	  work	  through	  the	  notion	  of	  proximity.	  	  
Considerations	  of	  immediacy	  have	  been	  worked	  throughout	  this	  thesis	  in	  order	  
to	  show	  how	  Waters	  has	  given	  material	  substance	  to	  the	  historical	  and	  cultural	  
figure	  of	  the	  lesbian.	  	  In	  juxtaposing	  the	  traditions	  that	  have	  kept	  female	  same-­‐
sex	  desire	  remote	  and	  invisible,	  I	  have	  shown	  that	  the	  dominating	  discourses	  
uphold	  their	  power	  because	  of	  the	  existence	  of	  homosexuality	  and	  not	  despite	  it.	  	  
In	  this	  regard,	  Waters’	  writing	  both	  exposes	  and	  challenges	  social	  heterosexism	  
from	  within	  the	  place	  of	  the	  mainstream.	  	  In	  this	  regard,	  I	  have	  shown	  
throughout	  this	  thesis	  examples	  where	  Waters’	  work	  normalises	  lesbian	  lived	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existence;	  a	  priority	  that	  Waters	  has	  stated	  was	  her	  intention.	  	  To	  consolidate	  the	  
theoretical	  direction	  that	  this	  thesis	  has	  taken	  I	  have	  used	  original	  material	  from	  
the	  interview	  Waters	  gave	  for	  this	  thesis.	  	  	  
Waters’	  work	  is	  full	  of	  dimensions	  and	  trajectories	  that	  resonate	  in	  
different	  places.	  	  Whilst	  her	  novels	  have	  proved	  to	  be	  highly	  successful	  within	  
the	  mainstream,	  the	  LGBT	  community	  has	  also	  acknowledged	  her	  talent	  as	  a	  
writer.	  	  Both	  literary	  and	  LGBT	  establishments	  have	  presented	  awards	  of	  
recognition	  to	  Waters.	  	  Moreover	  any	  Google	  search	  of	  Sarah	  Waters	  will	  
immediately	  bring	  back	  millions	  of	  hits	  and	  is	  testament	  not	  only	  to	  her	  
popularity,	  but	  also	  to	  the	  reach	  that	  Waters	  has	  in	  terms	  of	  audience	  and	  media	  
platforms.	  	  Fanzines,	  fan	  sites	  and	  indeed	  Waters’	  own	  website	  are	  ways	  of	  
establishing,	  connecting	  and	  maintaining	  communities	  and	  this	  is	  an	  area	  of	  
public	  life	  that	  Waters	  has	  shown	  that	  she	  is	  especially	  good	  at.	  In	  this	  way,	  it	  has	  
been	  shown	  how	  Waters’	  image	  as	  a	  writer	  is	  inextricably	  linked	  to	  her	  public	  
self	  and	  this	  is	  reinforced	  by	  the	  talks	  she	  gives	  on	  book	  tours,	  at	  literary	  
festivals,	  guest	  speaker	  events	  and	  at	  special	  interest	  occasions.	  	  As	  such,	  her	  
work	  is	  invested	  with	  a	  political	  potency	  that	  is	  shaped	  by	  her	  long	  involvement	  
with	  LGBT	  issues	  and	  an	  early	  adulthood	  of	  academic	  study.	  	  These	  are	  the	  bases	  
out	  of	  which	  other	  projects	  of	  her	  work	  touch.	  	  	  	  
Current	  trends	  in	  the	  criticism	  of	  Waters’	  oeuvre	  tend	  to	  examine	  her	  
work	  through	  a	  neo-­‐Victorian	  prism	  and	  see	  her	  much	  more	  as	  a	  revisionary	  
writer.	  	  For	  instance	  Claire	  O’Callaghan	  calls	  Waters	  the	  ‘feminist	  Dickens’	  
(claireocallaghan.com).	  	  Whilst	  neo-­‐Victorianism	  comments	  upon	  the	  Victorian	  
era	  through	  a	  re-­‐appropriation	  of	  the	  literary	  form,	  period	  objects,	  practices	  and	  
behaviours,	  not	  all	  critics	  agree	  that	  this	  is	  as	  freedom	  forming	  as	  may	  be	  
perceived.	  	  Samantha	  Carroll	  for	  instance	  suggests	  that	  the	  level	  of	  homage	  paid	  
through	  the	  neo-­‐Victorian	  threatens	  to	  over-­‐sentimentalise	  the	  Victorian	  period.	  	  
She	  suggests	  that	  neo-­‐Victorian	  writing	  risks	  celebrating	  the	  very	  times	  that	  it	  
writes	  against	  (2010,	  p.	  173).	  	  Nostalgia	  and	  a	  desire	  to	  fetishize	  the	  Victorian	  
period	  are	  self-­‐limiting	  pursuits	  according	  to	  Carroll,	  who	  argues	  that	  the	  neo-­‐
Victorian	  novel	  ‘privileges’	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  what	  
she	  calls	  a	  ‘mal-­‐adjusted	  present’	  (ibid,	  p.	  176).	  	  The	  notion	  here	  that	  the	  present	  
is	  ‘mal	  adjusted’	  suggests	  that	  there	  is	  a	  lack	  of	  confidence	  in	  the	  quality	  of	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imaginative	  literature	  being	  written	  today,	  a	  belief	  that	  is	  compensated	  by	  a	  re-­‐
turning	  to	  and	  of	  Victorian	  literature.	  	  	  This	  sentiment	  expresses	  the	  depth	  of	  
over-­‐evaluation	  and	  worth	  that	  Carroll	  believes	  takes	  place	  in	  regards	  to	  the	  
Victorians.	  	  	  
The	  neo-­‐Victorian	  novel	  might	  for	  Carroll	  lack	  its	  own	  creative	  poise,	  
because	  of	  its	  desire	  to	  return	  back	  to	  and	  repeat	  the	  past.	  	  Works	  of	  fiction	  that	  
do	  not	  venerate	  its	  predecessors	  are	  accordingly	  ‘anti-­nostalgic’	  and	  are	  critically	  
‘disingenuous,’	  ‘intellectually	  questionable,’	  ‘parasitical’	  and	  ‘warped’	  (Carroll,	  
ibid,	  p.178).	  	  These	  accusations	  of	  exploitation	  against	  such	  works	  might	  suggest	  
to	  Carroll	  that	  contemporary	  society	  has	  a	  ‘protective	  impulse’	  towards	  the	  
Victorians,	  but	  there	  are	  others	  that	  see	  an	  alternative	  ‘progressive’	  quality	  to	  
neo-­‐Victorian	  literature.	  	  Critics	  like	  Mark	  Llewellyn	  and	  Ann	  Heilmann	  
undermine	  Carroll’s	  assertions	  that	  the	  genre	  lacks	  any	  political,	  imaginative	  or	  
creative	  gumption.	  	  Indeed	  Heilmann	  and	  Llewellyn	  cite	  a	  particular	  strength	  of	  
neo-­‐Victorianism	  as	  its	  ability	  to	  rewrite	  or	  write	  back	  to	  the	  past	  as	  a	  form	  of	  
redress.	  	  In	  this	  case,	  rather	  than	  acts	  of	  reverence,	  neo-­‐Victorian	  literature	  can	  
be	  seen	  as	  acts	  of	  reform.	  	  For	  example	  the	  notion	  of	  suffering	  in	  Jane	  Eyre	  
(1847)	  is	  transferred	  by	  Jean	  Ryhs	  in	  Wide	  Sargasso	  Sea	  (1966)	  from	  the	  heroic	  
figure	  of	  Mr.	  Rochester	  onto	  the	  figure	  of	  his	  long	  suffering	  wife	  Bertha,	  whose	  
liberty	  was	  removed,	  Rhys	  shows,	  not	  because	  of	  a	  mental	  illness,	  but	  because	  of	  
her	  race	  and	  ethnicity.	  	  
The	  debates	  around	  neo-­‐Victorianism	  perhaps	  hint	  at	  a	  certain	  
restlessness	  that	  is	  attached	  to	  the	  genre.	  	  On	  the	  one	  hand	  it	  deals	  with	  the	  
anxieties	  of	  the	  Victorian	  era,	  while	  at	  the	  same	  time	  sometimes	  struggling	  to	  
define	  itself.	  	  Gay,	  Johnston	  et	  al	  all	  attempt	  to	  provide	  a	  working	  definition	  of	  
neo-­‐Victorianism	  that	  is	  generous	  in	  scope	  and	  specific	  enough	  in	  detail.	  	  But	  this	  
thesis	  has	  not	  presented	  a	  typical	  neo-­‐Victorian	  reading	  of	  Waters.	  	  While	  
acknowledging	  the	  value	  that	  this	  genre	  offers	  in	  terms	  of	  recovering	  minority	  
voices,	  it	  is	  the	  notion	  of	  incongruity	  that	  has	  come	  out	  of	  the	  debates	  around	  
neo-­‐Victorianism	  that	  have	  been	  the	  greatest	  subject	  of	  enquiry	  here.	  	  Waters’	  
work	  reflects	  the	  re-­‐populating	  of	  the	  word	  ‘queer’	  by	  the	  politics	  of	  the	  LGBT	  
movement.	  	  In	  this	  regard	  it	  is	  queer	  on	  many	  levels,	  beyond	  its	  lesbian	  subject	  
matter.	  	  Queerness	  harnesses	  energy	  and	  momentum	  that	  pushes	  forward	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through	  turns	  and	  revolutions.	  	  The	  evolutionary	  nature	  of	  queerness	  has	  
enabled	  me	  to	  show	  how	  Waters	  queers	  the	  genres	  of	  romance	  and	  the	  Gothic	  in	  
order	  to	  initiate	  new,	  creative	  and	  imaginative	  spaces	  for	  meaning	  making.	  	  I	  
have	  shown	  how	  the	  role	  of	  the	  author-­‐figure	  is	  queered	  in	  relation	  to	  current	  
accepted	  literary	  practice	  and	  this	  has	  impacted	  on	  the	  dynamic	  processes	  of	  
interpretation.	  	  
Ideas	  of	  Queering	  allow	  Waters’	  work	  to	  been	  seen	  for	  its	  imbricated	  
qualities.	  	  In	  this	  regard	  I	  have	  resisted	  reading	  her	  work	  through	  one	  critical	  
channel.	  	  I	  have	  explored	  the	  borders	  and	  gaps	  that	  exist	  around	  the	  edges	  of	  
meaning	  in	  Waters’	  fiction,	  where	  I	  have	  shown	  notions	  of	  queering	  exist.	  This	  
thesis	  has	  demonstrated	  these	  to	  be	  the	  most	  fertile	  spaces	  for	  acts	  of	  
interpretation.	  	  	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  have	  also	  attempted	  to	  anticipate	  the	  
potential	  that	  others	  are	  now	  beginning	  to	  see	  in	  Waters’	  work	  in	  this	  regard.	  	  
Davies’	  adaptation	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  (2002)	  shows	  how	  ideas	  can	  be	  
amplified	  for	  the	  spectator	  of	  traditional,	  BBC	  period	  drama.	  	  All	  of	  her	  books,	  
with	  the	  exception	  of	  the	  latest	  The	  Paying	  Guest	  (2014),	  have	  made	  the	  
transition	  onto	  the	  screen.	  	  Fingersmith	  (2005)	  was	  adapted	  by	  Peter	  Ransley;	  
Affinity	  (2008)	  by	  Andrew	  Davies	  and	  The	  Night	  Watch	  (2014)	  by	  Paula	  Milne.	  
The	  breadth	  and	  scope	  of	  this	  thesis	  does	  not	  allow	  for	  a	  consideration	  of	  all	  of	  
these	  additional	  productions	  (to	  take	  place).	  	  Word	  count	  alone	  is	  a	  restriction.	  	  
Nevertheless,	  this	  is	  an	  evolving	  field	  of	  attention	  for	  the	  study	  of	  Waters	  that	  is	  
increasing	  in	  size	  and	  no	  doubt	  significance	  over	  time.	  	  For	  instance	  it	  will	  
shortly	  have	  the	  adapted	  film	  of	  The	  Little	  Stranger	  by	  director	  Lenny	  
Abrahamson	  as	  part	  of	  its	  opus	  when	  filming	  begins	  in	  2016.	  	  Davies	  has	  said	  in	  
the	  Foreword	  to	  Mitchell’s	  critical	  study	  on	  Waters	  that	  she	  is	  a	  very	  visual	  
writer	  and	  easy	  to	  adapt	  (2013).	  	  If	  Waters’	  style	  is	  suited	  to	  the	  screen	  then	  
indeed	  her	  subject	  matter	  translates	  well	  into	  the	  theatre.	  	  Moreen	  Moran	  
maintains	  that	  there	  is	  an	  affinity	  between	  gay	  representation	  and	  the	  theatre	  
and	  so	  it	  is	  perhaps	  no	  coincidence	  then	  that	  Waters’	  work	  is	  now	  being	  
translated	  onto	  the	  stage.	  	  Laura	  Wade’s	  theatre	  production	  of	  Tipping	  the	  Velvet	  
(2015)	  at	  the	  Lyric	  Hammersmith	  and	  Hattie	  Naylor’s	  (2016)	  staged	  version	  of	  
The	  Night	  Watch	  are	  the	  most	  recent.	  	  As	  these	  growing	  number	  of	  examples	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show,	  I	  look	  forward	  to	  this	  area	  of	  study	  expanding	  with	  Waters’	  increasing	  
levels	  of	  accomplishments.	  
It	  is	  possible	  to	  see	  how	  the	  effective	  is	  evoked	  by	  Waters,	  as	  she	  dislodges	  
the	  power	  of	  the	  dominant	  language	  through	  the	  act	  of	  situating	  stories	  of	  
minorities	  within	  it.	  	  These	  acts	  of	  reterritoralisation	  or	  relocation	  speak	  out	  to	  
minorities	  in	  other	  cultures	  who	  have	  themselves	  been	  territorialised	  at	  some	  
point	  in	  their	  histories.	  For	  instance	  in	  2016	  Park	  Chan-­‐wook’s	  The	  Handmaiden	  
premiered	  at	  Cannes	  Film	  Festival.	  	  This	  film	  is	  an	  adaptation	  of	  Waters’	  novel	  
Fingersmith	  and	  has	  been	  influenced	  by	  the	  way	  that	  Waters	  uses	  the	  minor	  to	  
destabilise	  the	  dominating	  forces	  that	  had	  politically	  and	  culturally	  colonised	  
South	  Korea	  in	  the	  1930s	  and	  1940s.	  	  Chan-­‐wook	  has	  taken	  inspiration	  from	  the	  
way	  that	  Waters’	  uses	  proximity	  as	  an	  intervening	  practice	  in	  her	  writing.	  	  This	  
thesis	  has	  repeatedly	  demonstrated	  how	  close	  analysis	  of	  proximity	  exposes	  the	  
effective	  nature	  of	  the	  text.	  	  In	  a	  similar	  way,	  Chan-­‐wook	  illustrates	  how	  the	  effect	  
of	  proximity	  enables	  a	  closer	  examination	  of	  the	  forces	  that	  exist	  between	  the	  
external	  place	  and	  the	  internal	  space	  of	  the	  self,	  he	  says:	  ‘the	  sound	  …and	  the	  
sense	  of	  the	  body	  and	  the	  proximity	  and	  the	  sound	  of	  their	  breath,	  how	  big	  their	  
eyes	  can	  be	  –	  meeting	  and	  then	  being	  averted’	  (2016).	  Here,	  Chan-­‐wook	  
transfers	  this	  sense	  of	  intimacy	  and	  ‘fascination	  with	  the	  flesh’	  into	  his	  film	  in	  
order	  to	  displace	  the	  love	  of	  Western	  culture	  that	  was	  imported	  through	  
Japanese	  rule	  (2016).	  This	  is	  another	  example	  of	  the	  way	  that	  Waters’	  work	  
amplifies	  textual	  fissures	  that	  can	  be	  occupied	  by	  alternative	  meanings	  and	  are	  
additional	  places	  where	  further	  study	  will	  be	  possible,	  as	  Waters’	  international	  
reputation	  increases.	  
As	  a	  writer	  Waters	  is	  constantly	  evolving.	  	  Her	  fiction	  moves	  around	  time	  
spans	  and	  just	  as	  her	  work	  has	  anticipated	  cultural	  shifts	  in	  queer	  politics,	  
Waters	  made	  an	  artistic	  leap	  into	  the	  theatre,	  co-­‐writing	  The	  Frozen	  Scream	  
(2014)	  with	  Christopher	  Green.	  	  Described	  as	  an	  experiential	  theatre-­‐going	  
experience,	  The	  Frozen	  Scream	  tells	  the	  murder-­‐mystery	  tale	  of	  a	  group	  of	  people	  
who	  are	  ‘stranded	  in	  an	  abandoned	  lodge’	  in	  the	  depths	  of	  winter.	  	  The	  play	  is	  
based	  on	  CC	  Gilbert’s	  1928	  book	  of	  the	  same	  name	  that	  has	  since	  been	  lost.	  	  
Waters’	  PhD	  and	  indeed	  her	  association	  with	  Virago	  show	  that	  she	  has	  an	  
interest	  in	  rediscovering	  literatures	  that	  have	  fallen	  out	  of	  favour	  or	  been	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forgotten.	  	  So	  as	  a	  piece	  of	  fiction,	  The	  Frozen	  Scream	  moves	  beyond	  and	  exceeds	  
the	  original’s	  textuality,	  because	  Waters’	  fan-­‐base	  will	  automatically	  generate	  
new	  interpretative	  opportunities	  for	  a	  book	  that	  Green	  identifies	  as	  a	  novel	  that,	  
despite	  its	  critical	  acclaim,	  has	  been	  ‘largely	  unread’	  (2014).	  	  	  I	  asked	  Waters	  at	  
Derby	  Book	  Festival	  in	  2015	  if	  the	  theatre	  was	  an	  area	  she	  was	  happy	  to	  inhabit	  
and,	  her	  response	  was	  ‘yes.’	  	  In	  many	  ways	  the	  theatre	  seems	  a	  natural	  space	  for	  
a	  writer	  who	  others	  see	  as	  visually	  entertaining	  and	  whom	  I	  see	  as	  queer	  in	  so	  
many	  creative	  and	  innovative	  ways.	  	  As	  a	  space	  the	  theatre	  asks	  its	  audience	  to	  
suspend	  their	  sense	  of	  reality	  and	  again,	  there	  is	  similarity	  between	  the	  way	  that	  
Waters	  intervenes	  in	  the	  narratives	  of	  hegemony	  in	  order	  to	  offer	  an	  alternative	  
form	  of	  existence.	  	  I	  believe	  that	  any	  future	  studies	  of	  Waters	  will	  inevitably	  
include	  the	  future	  plays	  that	  she	  writes.	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Interview Sarah Waters 
 
JB Your writing occupies a position within the canon of lesbian literature. 
What does being a lesbian writer mean to you? 
 
SW I started writing fiction after having been a very enthusiastic reader of 
lesbian and gay novels in the late 1980s and the 1990s, and after writing a PhD 
thesis on lesbian and gay literature - so I’ve always felt totally at home with the 
‘lesbian’ label; it just feels like a very natural label to me. I’ve always appreciated 
the enthusiasm of my lesbian readers, and I’m very happy to appear at lesbian 
events, and to make links with other lesbian writers – in other words, in lots of 
ways, my writing is just an extension of my own lesbian identity, which rests on a 
long involvement with the lesbian and gay community and with feminist politics. 
At the same time I know that my work has found a very mainstream audience 
too, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t sometimes conscious of the potentially 
conflicting demands of my various readers – occasionally worrying that my work 
is either ‘too lesbian’ or ‘not lesbian enough’. So the label can now and then feel 
restricting – as if I’ve boxed myself into a bit of a corner. On the whole, however, 
I’m still fascinated by the issues that got me writing in the first place: gender, 
sexuality and history. That’s where my ‘lesbian writer’ status ultimately lies, I 
think: that interest in the pleasures and perils of women’s experiences in the 
past.  
 
JB In many respects lesbian romance is an under-valued area of women’s 
writing, especially when you compare it with science fiction. Did you make a 
conscious decision to address the ‘coming out’ story and why is this important? 
 
SW No, I didn’t ever really plan to write ‘coming out’ stories. I knew in 
advance that Tipping, at least, was going to be a lesbian coming-of-age story – a 
story in which someone discovers their adult, sexual identity – but if anything I 
wanted to avoid the ‘what is the strange desire and what does it mean about 
me?’ scenario, because I felt I had seen it a lot in other lesbian novels, and it 
seemed a bit tired. I want my lesbian characters to get over that phase as quickly 
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as they could, and get on with the (to me, more interesting) business of 
confident, grown-up desire, with all its pleasures and its dangers: attraction, 
love, fulfilment, loss, betrayal, etc. The lesbian novels have all been romances, 
mainly because I’m interested in relationships and how they work and go wrong, 
but also, partly, because I’ve wanted to write about lesbians, and I’ve never really 
been able to figure out how to do that outside of a relationship context – I mean, 
I’m not quite sure how I’d represent a single lesbian – an undesiring lesbian. 
Hmm. 
 
JB Women’s writing often attempts to subvert the normalising effects of 
patriarchy. Do you see your writing achieving this and how? 
 
SW I’m definitely interested in trying to counter the ways in which women’s 
stories have been elided, obscured or misrepresented by patriarchal narratives 
of the past. I suppose I see myself as doing this mainly by focussing on women 
themselves – opening up spaces in which their stories can thrive. These are 
sometimes physical spaces – e.g.: a women’s prison, in Affinity.  But they’re also 
narrative spaces – e.g.: the ‘sensation’ novel, in ‘Fingersmith’, which seemed to 
me to have a lot of room in it for female transgressions. But I don’t want to 
overstress how theorised my writing process is. It’s mainly that, as a lesbian 
writer, I’m just naturally drawn to certain issues, certain stories.  
 
JB Does being an academic influence your writing style in a way that you use 
and include feminist and queer theory in the writing process? 
 
SW Well, I don’t think I can really call myself an academic now. I’m interested 
in academia and what’s going on in feminist and queer studies, but writing 
fiction has always felt to me as if it’s happening in a very different part of my 
brain –m a much more intuitive part. The novel of mine which was most affected 
by academic issues was my first one, Tipping the Velvet, which I wrote after 
finishing my PhD. Since then, though the books do sometimes have clear ‘ideas’ 
behind them, I’ve become much more interested in setting up a scenario and 
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seeing where it goes – much more interested in character and plot. I think the 
theory is there, but at a more submerged level.  
 
JB I like the direct way you deal with same-sex desire and the subsequent 
removal of compulsory heterosexuality. Though I see a paradox. Does it concern 
you that in order to be authentic your lesbian characters may become 
objectified? How do you balance this dichotomy. 
 
SW I have certainly tried to make my lesbian characters authentic, in the 
sense that I’ve attempted to write frankly and honestly about lesbian desire and 
sex; but the fact that my characters’ sexual experiences are part of a much large 
story – i.e.: unlike in pornography, they have a narrative context and meaning – 
should, I hope, make it harder for readers to ‘objectify’ them in the way I think 
you mean. At the same time, I’ve never been especially bothered by the idea of 
that sort of objectification. I remember in the 1980s there was a certain amount 
of anxiety in lesbian culture about sexually explicit images, because it was 
thought that the images might be pandering to male stereotypes, or that men 
might get hold of them and read them in the ‘wrong’ sort of way. Well, I don’t 
think you can control how people read your work, nor should you try to. If 
straight men want to get off on some of my sex scenes, that’s fine with me. It 
would bother me, however, if wanking straight men were my only readers; or if 
everyone who read my books only read the rude bits. As I’ve said, I think the 
representation of desire and sex in my novels is never there gratuitously – it’s 
surrounded by a lot of other stuff, and that stuff gives it a particular meaning. 
Actually, I think it’s interesting that I am still commonly perceived as a racy 
writer, even though my only really vaguely racy book is Tipping the Velvet. It’s as 
if raciness is what lesbianism means in the popular imagination. 
 
JB You often make reference to certain phrases and metaphors whose 
meanings have changed through time, such as ‘queer’ and ‘pearl’. Does this play 
any significance in your writing? 
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SW I had a lot of fun with ‘queer’ and ‘gay’ in Tipping the Velvet, because, as 
you say, they are words whose meanings have changed so much over time. I 
think I rather overdid it in that book, in fact. But ‘queer’ is a word I still use a lot 
in my writing, simply because I’m very fond of it, in both its sexual and its 
general sense. My characters are frequently baffled or uneasy, so things often 
look queer to them; and in The Little Stranger, of course, there are genuinely 
queer things going on. There seems to me to be a bit of a link between 
homosexuality and the Gothic – a sort of affinity between queers and queerness; 
transgression, and so on. Maybe that’s partly why I feel so at home in the Gothic 
genre.  
 
JB The popularity of your writing has enabled you to reach a vast audience, 
especially as your novels become adapted for TV and film. In what ways do you 
think this has impacted on the lesbian genre? 
 
SW I don’t know. To be honest, these days I don’t read so much lesbian fiction, 
and the lesbian novels I have read recently – by Charlotte Mendelson, VG Lee, 
Mia Farlane – are clearly not directly influenced by any novels of mine. I would 
like to think that the fact that my books have found a mainstream audience has 
made it easier for other lesbian novels to get published, but I’m not sure this is 
the case. I know of lesbian novelists who complain that writers like me actually 
make it harder for them to get published – as if the gap for lesbian writing in the 
mainstream is quite small, and I take up a lot of its space. Perhaps they’re right, 
though I hope not.  
 
JB You are published by a mainstream publisher, even being advertised as 
the ‘ideal Mother’s Day gift.’ What do you consider to be the benefits of bringing 
lesbian subjectivity to a popular conscious? 
 
SW I never set out, as a writer, to ‘take lesbianism into the mainstream’. If I 
saw myself getting any kind of audience, I imagined it would just be a gay one. 
But the fact that the books have achieved such a wide appeal is, I think, exciting. I 
hope it helps ‘normalise’ lesbianism – not that I want lesbianism to be rendered 
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so normal that it disappears; but I do want to see it represented as something 
ordinary, natural, unfreakish, and I hope my novels contribute to that. Also, on a 
simple (and rather essentialist) level, I hope the books remind people that 
homosexuality has been round for a long time: that women were doing lesbian 
things in the nineteenth century; that lesbians and gay men were there in 
London, along with everyone else, during World War Two. It’s important that 
our history is recognised, I think. It affirms us, to ourselves and to others.  
 
JB The Little Stranger is narrated by a male doctor. In what ways do you 
think narrating from a male perspective has altered the tone and content of your 
writing? 
 
SW Having a male narrator for The Little Stranger felt like it was going to be a 
big issue for me when I started writing that book, purely in a technical sense: I 
was anxious that I wouldn’t be able to make his voice ring true. But actually, as 
the book went on and I ‘settled into’ him, it felt less prominent. There were 
definitely times when I found myself thinking, ‘How would a man respond to 
this? How would a man describe this?’ – conscious that there should be a 
difference between his narration and a style that might come more naturally to 
me as a woman. But on the whole, he was a character like any other, with his 
own quirks, his own issues. His voice is a rather passionless one, a rather coldly 
rational one – that’s partly a generically male thing, but partly something else, 
that’s entirely his own. The moment I really felt his gender making a difference 
was when he started to desire Caroline. I’m used to having female characters 
desire each other, in necessarily rather furtive, troubled and, perhaps, hectic 
ways. With Faraday, I felt a weight of male privilege and entitlement to his 
desire, that was both quite disturbing and quite liberating.  
 
JB In The Little Stranger, I find Dr Faraday very much a Prospero-like 
character; I even notice echoes of Fred Wilcox’s The Forbidden Planet and 
Hammer Horror. How much do other writers and media influence your stories? 
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SW I hadn’t thought of him as a Prospero figure – that’s interesting. The 
Forbidden Planet is a film I know only dimly, but sci-fi and horror as a whole – 
and Hammer Horror in particular – have been big influences on me. I’m very 
happy to let echoes of other texts creep into my work; it feels entirely 
appropriate, though I’ve never really been able to explain this on a theoretical 
level – it just seem right. (I feel a bit of an affinity, for example, for The League of 
Gentleman, a very gothic and allusive show: it’s creators are about my age, and 
grew up watching the same kind of  TV as me – maybe that’s got something to do 
with it.) 
 
JB Each of your novels is very different and you are a very visual writer to 
me. How do you record and remember the experiences from the world around 
you, those which provide you with a certain amount of inspiration? 
 
SW I don’t know. I guess it just happens! Perhaps writers have spongy brains. 
Well, I think everyone has a spongy brain, but I suppose writers just have the 
opportunity to put those soaked-up details to use, in the way that most people 
don’t. I do think of my head as being a bit like what in the US would be called a 
lumber room: it’s full of bits of crap that I’ve stored away and hope to bring out 
some time when they can contribute something to a novel. I suppose as a writer 
you’re trying to find ways of identifying with your characters, and sometimes 
giving them fragments of ‘real life’ – your own, or someone else’s – can help you 
do that.  
 
JB Are there any contemporary lesbian writers you would compare yourself 
with? 
 
SW I can see a generation of UK lesbian writers, all about my age, and it seems 
to me that we can all write confidently about lesbian issues because we all came 
out at more or less the same time – we all have that background in lesbian 
feminist politics, and in lesbian fiction of the ‘80s and ‘90s. I’m thinking of Ali 
Smith, Stella Duffy, Charlotte Mendelson, Joanna Briscoe, and others; also of 
Emma Donoghue, in Canada. I do feel part of a community – though our work is 
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all very different. But I think we’re all sort of singing from the same song-sheet, 
because we’ve come from the same lesbian cultural tradition.  
 
 1 
Interview Lennie Goodings 
Questions concerning the book jackets on Sarah Waters’ novels. 
 
JB Can you explain the decision processes that take place when deciding 
which books to re-issue and how you choose to style and market their covers? 
How do you decide on the cover image? 
 
LG We choose a cover for a new book with an eye to the book’s content and 
audience and current market style. It is new and therefore regarded as frontlist 
in the press, shops and in readers’ minds. When we reissue a book it’s because 
we want to bring it back to the attention of all those people – making an old book 
a new book. So at that point, we will often reflect what is newly current in the 
shops. We reissue books either because we are committed to an author – i.e.: 
Sarah Waters whose backlist we keep continually alive and fresh and exciting 
looking – or because suddenly an old book becomes relevant (a film) or because 
it is similar to something that is selling well (see all the reissued versions of Fifty 
Shades of Grey….) 
 
JB The hardcover of Tipping the Velvet was re-issued again this year with a  
new front cover-along with I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (Maya Angelou) and 
The River (Rumer Godden). What strikes me is the similarity in appearance that 
these three texts share – namely colour, styling and ambiguous imaging – on the 
surface Angelou and Godden may well appeal to a different readership then 
Waters – can you explain why these authors are grouped together in this way? 
 
LG Yes, we were trying to reach a new audience and did a range of ‘coming of 
age’ classics. We choose three contemporary writers and three from our Virago 
modern Classics and gave them a fresh series style. All of the titles are still 
available in their old livery too. 
 
JB Before this most recent re-issue, Waters’ novels all shared a standard and 
identifiable book cover, the only difference being colour of the jacket and a 
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pencilled image (I am thinking after the 2009 publication of The Little Stranger) 
– how important is the book design to the author’s reception in the mainstream? 
 
LG We’ve always seen our books as mainstream, not niche. Yes, we look at 
the world through female eyes and we do publish only women, but we have not 
seen ourselves as marginal. After all we are more than 50% of the population! 
The book design (and title too) are one of the most important things about a 
book. Of course the actual text is the most important, but the book is seriously 
advantaged or disadvantaged by the cover. Sarah Water’s Victorian books have 
had three incarnations. The first two were published in original, attractive one-
offs with figures. Then, when we published Fingersmith we decided to put the 
first two backlist novels in a similar livery. This we hoped would give Sarah 
Waters a branding / a look of her own. When she turned to the 1940s with The 
Night Watch, we started up a new 1940s style, which was followed through with 
The Little Stranger. We decided at that point that that new look – stylised type of 
the period – would be a good new Sarah Waters’  look. So we then reissued the 
three Victorian novels in stylised Victorian type.  
 
JB Are re-issues more about re-invigorating the product than they are about 
maintaining an identifiable link with the author? 
 
LG They are about both things. Yes, re-invigorating making the backlist, a 
frontlist title. But also, in the case of an identifiable author, with a backlist, the 
job is to make sure that the reader knows there are other titles by this author. 
They are all pictured inside the covers for example. And we have a ‘Sarah Waters’ 
look.  
 
JB Do you believe that the book cover acts in other narrative contexts? Do 
they, for instance, enable the author to extend their presence into the reader’s 
space? This is particularly important to me, because I feel that there is a certain 
pedagogic feel to Waters’ novels. This is also pertinent, because Waters is a very 
vocal author who is open about her authorial intent and political aims with her 
writing. 
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LG Certainly Sarah Waters is very involved with her covers. In fact, when we 
were coming up with ideas for The Night Watch, she sent us an old copy of a 
Rosamond Lehmann novel that had wonderful stylised 1950s type and that fed 
into our thoughts / plans. We involve all our authors with their covers, but some 
have clearer, more visual ideas than others. Sarah Waters is a great collaborator.  
 
JB How much input does an author like Waters have in the design and choice 
of the covers of her books? How is she involved in the process? 
 
LG As above. We generally show authors a few styles / directions / ideas and 
then proceed with the one we all agree on.  
 
JB How much importance do you feel readers place on covers? How much 
research goes into choosing appropriate images? 
 
LG I think it’s important for a cover to reflect ‘the feel and the sense’ of the 
novel. That’s way more important than a literal representation of the novel. That 
said, it is important to get the details right and not have something anachronistic, 
which is why it is crucial to involve the author. I think readers come to novels by 
a) author recognitions b) cover look c) title. 
 
JB Does a cover reflect the novel’s story or does it in some way reflect the 
author? If this is the case, how? 
 
LG It reflects the novel and the audience it is meant for, in terms of level of 
readership, topic, and quality of writing.  
 
JB How conscious are you of creating a brand for the author through her 




LG Once you have a successful author with a decent sized backlist, branding 
is crucial. They don’t have to be tightly branded – sometimes it is only the 
typography of the authors’ name. 
 
JB Is it important that a reader can easily spot a Waters’ novel by its cover on 
the bookshelf - or has internet shopping challenged this idea? If so, does the 
scope of the internet impact on the creative capacity of the book cover? 
 
LG Internet shopping means that covers have to be brilliant at a very small 
size, but they still do the selling. I don’t think they have changed the creative 
capacity, no.  
 
JB Book covers typically reflect some aspect of their market’s culture – has 
the internet changed this at all? Are covers more generic in this way now, as they 
are globally accessible? 
 
LG That’s an interesting question. It used to be that books were quite 
different looking in different markets and I think, for the big authors – see JK 
Rowling for example – things will get increasingly universalised. However, we 
publish Margaret Atwood and often her covers are quite different in different 
markets. And that is true for Sarah Waters too. 
 
JB I like the cover on the re-issue of Tipping. What do you hope it ‘says’ to 
readers? 
 
LG If you mean the typographic one, I hope it says to readers here is 
something special – it is period, but it had a contemporary feel. It lifts the veil on 
what you thought Victorian life and literature was about. Also, if you have read 
and enjoyed a Sarah Waters before, it says, here is another by the same writer 
you loved.  If you mean the hardback coming of age novel, I think it says ‘collect 
me, I am a beautiful classic’ and it is also quite cheeky / sexy in its sophisticated 
imagery. 
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